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			“The Spiritual Road is a helpful tool for religious leaders attempting to assist others in developing a mature faith, and assessing their own progress in that journey. Dick Haynes provides charts and commentary that blends other growth paradigms, such as Erickson’s Eight Stages of Development, as a reminder that the Christian life holds open the possibility of deepened understanding of ourselves and our God if we are willing to walk the path. His own life story and work with many as spiritual director enriches this text.” – Rick Spleth, Regional Minister for the Christian Church in Indiana
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			“As a pastor and spiritual director, I’ve read many books on spiritual formation, pastoral counseling and spiritual direction. This is the book I’ve been waiting for! The Spiritual Road: Helping Others Grow Spiritually is a comprehensive manual for those wanting to encourage spiritual growth in others. The book provides understanding of the spiritual growth process and practical tools for conversations with people who want to move forward in life with God. The book is based on scripture, includes the wisdom of classic Christian writers through the centuries, and the insights of modern psychology – all brought home in a very practical way. Dick Haynes has done a marvelous job of making a wealth of information very accessible to anyone interested in serving as a spiritual helper. Although clergy, professional counselors, and spiritual directors will find this a good resource, it is also written for any Christian who wants to be a better listener, friend, or small group leader. I may be one of the first spiritual helpers to thank Dick Haynes for this book, but I think there will be many others!” – Rev. Judy Turner, co-founder of Christivew Ministries, retreat leader, and spiritual director. She was formerly the Church Growth Consultant, Homeland Ministries of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 
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			“Richard, you have been selected by Xulon Press for an all expense trip to the 2012 International Christian Retail Show in Orlando, Florida, to feature your new book The Spiritual Road: Helping Others Grow Spiritually at the convention.” – Jared Walton, Xulon representative.
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			“I particularly like this book because it offers the reader several tested and honorable paths towards spiritual growth, in contrast to so many books that imply that spiritual growth takes place only along one path. It is loaded with practical (and theologically responsible) advice.” – Dr. Ron Allen, Professor of Preaching and Gospels and Letters at Christian Theological Seminary in Indianapolis, Indiana
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			Acknowledgements

			
				[image: 24163.jpg]
			

			

			

			After many years of encouragements from Christian friends, I have finally written this book. Without such promptings, especially from Tony May, I am sure that this would not have happened. My deepest gratitude is blessed upon Rev. Judy Turner, spiritual director extraordinaire, who took on the daunting task of reviewing the structure and flow of the content with gently and gracefully offered suggestions and changes. She and her husband John founded and serve Christview Retreat Center in Arkansas (judy@christviewmin.org). Because of my proclivity to not recognize mistakes in details, I greatly appreciate my editors, Judy Parker, Rich Haynes and Susann Brinkley, who also doubled as my publicity consultant. In addition, I deeply appreciate Brad Rickey’s (Rickeybrad@gmail.com) crafting of the book cover which came from the description of the spiritual journey included in the book. And I am thankful for my wife, Patricia, not only for providing endless uninterrupted hours for writing but also for her undying love and support. The Spiritual Road: Helping Others Grow Spiritually would not have been written without all of you.

			I am further indebted to all of the people who have allowed me to accompany them along parts of their spiritual journeys. Many thanks for the use of those stories, with some changes to conceal identities, which have been included within this work. Their vignettes have not only informed the validity of the process of spiritual growth but they have also added depth and reality to it.

			Finally, I am humbled by how God placed people and opportunities in my way so to sculpt my personality to be able to intuit, organize and summarize the process of Christian spiritual growth and development. Mostly, I am pleasurably mystified by the personal faith relationship God engendered in me that has totally transformed how I live and look at life. And I pray that this book will somehow encourage and enable the same in each reader.

			Richard A. Haynes

			Spring 2012

			Beautiful Little Fox Lake

			Brown County, Indiana

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Introduction

			
				[image: 24228.jpg]
			

			

			

			One day after a retreat with his staff, I noticed a pastor of a large congregation staying after everyone else had left. He was pacing in and out the door and then up and down the deck while he talked on his cell phone. His friendly tone disguised his agitated movements, furrowed brow, intense listening and pithily interjected comments as he talked with a series of parishioners – defusing potential disagreements, clarifying possible points of contention and doing conflict resolution. Obviously, he was very skilled. I know because I had so often had to practice that same proficiency of “putting out fires” and “taking care of business.” The subject was financial in nature and the need of filling the vacancy for some constitutionally-designated church officer. I felt for him.

			After the armada of phone calls had seemed to maintain the cold war among the different personalities with some kind of cease fire, the pastor started to pack up all of the scattered papers, calendars and program planning ideas in order to head back to the church office, check on emergency needs that required immediate pastoral care and hopefully go home to begin packing for a much needed vacation trip that started the next day.

			As he littered stuff into his brief case, I engaged him in some light conversation in regard to the beauty of the day and the time of retreat with his staff. Then, I interjected a comment, “I hope you might let me help you with your ministry.” He politely responded that he had already set up a conflict management seminar, as well as a how to be a good chairperson of a committee and long range planning retreat; and that he didn’t think that he needed any help at this time. In reply I noted, “Most of my retreats are more spiritual in nature; focusing on prayer, personal evangelism and biblical application.” I guess I should not have been surprised by his near anger and his voice’s sudden rise in volume as he retorted, “Oh, the kind of things we are supposed to do!”

			Whether this stressed senior minister really didn’t spend much time providing relational spiritual help or was simply frustrated that his work load kept him from doing that, the result was the same. An overemphasis on church work overwhelmed the spiritual purpose for which it was created.

			Now, please understand that I have GREAT SYMPATHY for leaders of local congregations, where I spent my entire professional religious career. I know the pressures and the expectations. I know the exhaustion and the stretched to the limit feelings. After the sub-committees, boards and meetings are held with the associated managerial phone calls made, then come the church programs and activities as well as the taking care of the needs of people. Of course, people die, get married and have problems which need to be addressed; thus, funerals, marriages and consoling become the tasks of the minister. Oh yes, don’t forget to throw in sermon preparation to the list of church work that has to be done on a regular basis. Unfortunately after all of the administrative tasks and the showing concern for the variety of life problems of all the people is done, little time or energy is left. As a result, spiritual growth is left half done or abandoned.

			Indeed, the ministry that God unfolded through the person of Jesus is not about church work! It is about assisting people to grow in their personal spiritual relationship with God so as to transform the world into the Community of God. Nevertheless, the Church, the structured group of Christians, is absolutely essential! The first part of God’s purpose for The Church is that it be the model of the Holy Community that God desires. The second part of God’s purpose for The Church is to be the agent to implement God’s form of mercy and justice into the world. Christians-in-relationship as The Church, as the representative of God, is the only way to accomplish these external purposes. However, when maintaining The Church becomes the higher priority, its God-designed purposes are diminished or eliminated. In addition, when Christians stop growing in their personal spiritual faith (belief), being the Holy Community and metering mercy/justice into the world (application) also comes to a halt, or at least becomes severely limited (inconsistent and non-concentric)!!!

			The aim of this book is encourage all spiritually mature Christians to emphasize spiritual growth and development for the benefit of others as well as the Church. Just like it takes all of the mature adults in a village to rear a child, it takes all of the spiritually mature Christians in a congregation to assure spiritual growth and development. Spiritual helpers include all who provide leadership in whatever ways in the church from nursery attendants to the pastor’s emeriti/emeritae, from teachers and program directors to religious, counselors, ministers and spiritual directors. To each, I say, “There is a process to spiritual growth. Do you know what it is? Can you assist others through it?” This book will guide you to understand and help you be a better spiritual helper.

			As an INTJ on the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, I have always been interested in overall patterns, especially of spiritual growth; and my ability to help people see what has been and project what will potentially happen in their lives has benefited many people. Perhaps, I can do that in these chapters. That is my hope. The structure of the book includes a theory of spiritual growth and development (chapters one through four), a comprehensive description of its pattern (chapters five through eleven), the integration of spiritual growth with psycho-social models (chapters twelve through fifteen), some practical tools for overcoming issues that deter spiritual growth (chapters sixteen through twenty-one) and a summary of the practice of being a spiritual helper (chapters twenty-two and twenty-three). Biblical references are included throughout each section; Christian lyrics are scattered supportively; and a multitude of real life stories illustrate from beginning to end.

			My intent is that The Spiritual Road: Helping Others Grow Spiritually is an accurate description of the process of spiritual growth that includes simple, practical ways to view it and encourage it. In addition, I hope that this material will help average church members/leaders and those who they may influence to grow spiritually in the Christian faith. Thankfully, God is part and parcel to spiritual growth so sometimes even blind travelers reach their destination. However, Christians can do much to cooperate with what God is doing for and with them. That is the purpose of this book – to help Christians to be able to work together with God toward the level of spiritual intimacy that Jesus calls “oneness” and for the strengthening for the church.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Overview of Spiritual Growth
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			There is a process to Christian spiritual growth just like there is a process to growing through life. In life, people call it maturing; in spirituality, St. Paul talked about Christians who needed spiritual milk in order to grow into those who required spiritual meat. No one formally taught me the Christian growth process although they assisted me through it – most assuredly not understanding exactly what they were doing. Growing up I experienced God though Jesus the Christ; and I received teaching, love and support from many Christian adults in church families. College and seminary enabled me to do academic and critical thinking in regard to spiritual matters, but left the process uninformed. Family and friends, especially my wife, opened my emotions and guided me into matters of the heart. The people who I served as a Christian pastor, especially my spiritual directees, provided revision to the application of my spiritual understandings. God was guiding each experience; but also each milestone along the way was responsible for bringing me closer to God. A seemingly inexplicable intersecting of God and life events occurred on this journey. But it did not seem to be random, just unknown – this process of Christian spiritual growth.

			I believe that knowing the way helps people to get where they are going, but at the very least allows them to know that they are heading in the right direction and perhaps even confirms when they have arrived. Cartographers are unusual people: part adventurers and part helpers who don’t want others to have to cut the path through the landscape like they had to do. They are practical, overview kind of people. Reflecting on my spiritual journey and those I have guided, I have both drawn and collected maps so that people might envision The Spiritual Road ahead of them. In order to communicate this information, I have begun with a theory of spiritual growth, detailed the process of Christian spiritual growth, overlaid other maps for the purpose of supplementing that process, provided tools to deal with the difficulties that happen along the way and finally encouraged people to be spiritual helpers who employ the process for the good of others.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			

			Defining Spiritual Growth
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			One day a middle aged man in a sharply tailored pin-striped suit walked up to me with a handshake extended and boldly announced, “Hi. My name is Jim and I’m in the car business!” Not to be outdone, I returned the remark with equally eager tones saying, “Hi. I’m Dick and I’m in the spiritual growth business!” That may have been the only time in the last half century that this used car salesperson had ever been speechless. But he was.

			What is it about spiritual growth that makes one speechless? First of all, it is hard to define or at least the variety of ways that people explain and approach faith is often confusing. In fact, a diversity of approaches actually does work; and I don’t intend to explain all of them nor discount any particular means of spiritual growth. Instead, I will concentrate on ways that Christians have used, which I have found typical in my personal life and in the lives of hundreds of people from both Christian seekers and believers, whom I have guided spiritually.

			What is spiritual faith and spiritual growth? Truly, all growth always involves change from one thing to another. Growth is spiritual when it involves movement from one way of recognizing God to another as well as any transition in applying that understanding. The purpose of our Christian spiritual faith (about which Jesus was quite clear) is to become closer to God.1 Jesus described this as becoming “one” with God – a goal for which people need God’s help to obtain and is approximated in a variety of ways as people seek to think as God would think, feel as God would feel and act as God would act. Growing in spiritual faith is necessary for this to happen. In addition, Christians understand that Jesus models this oneness with God and that “personally knowing” Jesus is also the best way of reaching this oneness. So, an over-simplified definition of spiritual growth is that it is the purpose of spiritual faith because growing brings people closer in oneness with God.

			What are the components of spiritual faith and how does it grow?

			Let us begin by understanding that spiritual faith is two dimensional; it is about gaining belief in God and applying that understanding in real life practical ways. Belief together with application is what I call faith in God. Both belief and application need to happen although the process is not necessarily linear. In other words, people can practice faith long before they know precisely what they believe; and they can also understand before they put that belief into action. However, both are necessary for what I call “spiritual faith.” In addition, Christian spiritual faith always includes a centered focus on Jesus of Nazareth as God’s chosen way to bring people and God together. I am using this phrase “faith in God” in a very general sense. Paul Tillich discussed faith with the depth and nuances which that complex term deserves.2 However, I simply want to use the term “faith” as a way to describe the spiritual connection that is established between people and God – whether that happens when the beauty of a sunset first overwhelms a young child or when a seasoned elder is caught up in an ecstatic contemplative vision of the resurrected Christ.

			As a male, I learned about the difference between boys and girls at an early age; it was so long ago that I’m not exactly sure when that happened. However, with two sisters in my household of origin, I increasingly realized more and more differences. While in my adolescence, my siblings and I played baseball together in the backyard and wrestled playfully in the basement romp room – I knew my sisters and I were not the same but it didn’t much matter. One day, I looked across the room and saw a girl – and I couldn’t stop thinking about her or stop looking at her. I was so attracted and fascinated and uncertain – all at the same time. It was puppy love. I started spending more time with that girl in order to get to know her, enjoy her, learn from her and share my life with her. It was a great experience and hopefully it has happened to others, too. Eventually, this association with “the other” grew into something more serious until I made a commitment to be engaged and eventually married. And as every person in a long-term relationship knows – that was only the beginning to the depth and height and the width of love. If nurtured, the love relationship grows into an intimacy in which couples finish each other’s words as well as support and defend each other; and this connection develops into a deep union that cannot be fully explained with words.

			Analogously, faith in God is like a connection with another person that begins with the simple acknowledgement that someone “other” exists. However, “faith” as I am using it is not limited to, and is much more than, just mere belief that the other is alive. This recognition extends to simple interaction until the association becomes a friendship that grows into a relationship – a love that eventually makes the two inseparably bonded. Likewise, faith in God is relational and takes time; it begins and grows not unlike a connection with another person. In order to discover whether this kind of faith connection has occurred, my Christian evangelical brothers and sisters sometimes ask, “Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ?” While this query sufficiently identifies a certain type of faith relationship, it does not include the kind of connection with the divine which happens toward the beginning of coming to “faith in God” and prior to a “Christ relationship.”

			The Christian religion teaches that this spiritual faith is initiated by God wanting to connect (actually re-connect) with us – a love to which people are invited to respond. Scripture passages such as “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ” [II Corinthians 5:19] or “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life”3 [John 3:16] illustrate this. When people even entertain the notion of God, they have “responded” and a fledgling “personal relationship” has begun. Although it is not a fully developed personal relationship, it is the beginning of “faith in God” and needs to be honored and nurtured as the spiritual faith that it is.

			In summary, spiritual faith/growth at its most basic level can be viewed as gaining belief in God and applying that belief in real life practical ways. In addition, spiritual faith is about having a connection with the divine that is experienced in ways similar to the manner in which we relate with other people. Thus, this “faith in God” is experienced differently at various times and according to the multiplicity of circumstances in people’s lives. When people move from one expression of faith to another, they have experienced spiritual growth.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			

			Making It Real
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			I am fond of asking a riddle question: “There are five frogs sitting on a log. One decides to jump. How many are left?” By the twinkle in my eye and the all-knowing smile on my face, people infer that this is probably a trick question. Many people answer, “There are four frogs left on the log.” Occasionally, someone will say, “When one frog jumped; they all jumped. So there are no frogs left on the log.” After their responses, I simply note, “There are still five frogs sitting on that log because ‘deciding to jump’ and ‘jumping’ are two different things.”

			There is a big difference between thinking and acting. I may think that I am a Christian or believe that I should love my enemy; but until I do something about it I am just thinking about it … sitting on the log, not jumping.

			Thinking + acting = decision

			Any counselor knows that speaking an unspoken truth is better than just thinking it; and saying it out loud causes a reality that can often be visibly noticed in a client. People who have had this experience understand and even remember that particular moment when their insight or admission became real and made an impact. That occurred when their thinking took on form – it emerged from an internal thought to an external spoken word. Then, when it was spoken to another person, that truth became even more real because it became relational.

			As a minister, whenever I would be visiting with a person at home, hospital, restaurant, after committee meetings or in a private counseling/spiritual direction setting, I would be particularly aware of times when people would uncharacteristically pause and be absorbed in an unspoken thought or idea. So, I would give them a bit of silence to process what the “busyness” of their world would not let them. Often I would see them look up as to visualize the story of what was happening within; and then suddenly look down when they connected with its emotional content. At that particular moment, I would ask, “What were you thinking?” and then typically follow that question with the encouragement, “It’s ok. You can say that.” The next words spoken were usually important; but in numerous instances people would begin by saying, “Pastor, I have never said this to anyone before.” Helping people speak what they have been thinking, especially if it had never been said before, is helping them birth their thoughts into reality. It is also helping them grow spiritually if what they say can be related to God or if some healing can be gained that allows for a deeper God connection.

			Thus, the first step in making faith real is to let it move from the inner world to the outer world. Now, faith-thinking is very important. It is the incubator of the Spirit that God has conceived within us. Within this safe, protected place, people are able to consider different options and grow in understanding before they have to let others know what is happening. However, as all parents know, they cannot remain pregnant forever – in order to become real people’s faith-thinking must be born into the world. People have nurtured and loved it the best they could in the spiritual womb, but this new faith-thought must be born. When this new birth is pushed into the world, it comes with joy and danger, excitement and anxiety. But it is real.

			For example, as a child I had a sense that I was taken care of and provided for. At some point, I began to think that along with my parents, it was God who was taking care and providing for me. At home my parents taught me to pray before our meals. As my faith-thinking grew, I considered bowing my head in prayer before eating my food from the cafeteria at school to say “Thank you.” (School lunches absolutely need prayer!) When I finally let my inclination to pray embody external action, my faith-thought was brought to life as faith-action. There was joy in what I had just completed as God’s pleasure was instilled within me. On the other hand, now I had to address the question of my school mate, “What are you doing?” And I had to face the criticism, “He thinks he’s some kind of holy-roller.” However, I also found an unexpected friend who said to me while playing at recess, “I think about saying grace, too. Maybe we could do that together?” When my faith-thoughts were born and became real, they could then begin to grow in strength and stature. This action together with my thought equaled a decision I had made. My faith-thought that had become action elicited joy as well as criticism; but I also developed a living faith.

			In summation, the connection people have with the divine needs to take form in order for spiritual growth to occur. This is a continuous life-time process of conceiving and giving birth, of bringing forth what is internal into the light of the external world. It is making internal reality into external reality. Helping people “make it real” is the beginning of the process of naming, claiming and proclaiming God in life. Spiritual growth has begun.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			

			Uniting Belief and Deeds
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			As people go through life they are always making decisions that have the effect of uniting their beliefs and actions, or disconnecting them. One of the primary goals of spiritual helpers is to assist others in uniting belief and action. New Testament passages certainly provide much instruction regarding faith-belief and faith-action. In one section, the writer of the book of James provides commentary about belief and action which the biblical writer calls “faith” and “deeds.”

			14What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? 15Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 16If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? 17In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

			18But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.”

			Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do. 19You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that — and shudder.

			20You foolish man, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? 21Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. 23And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend. 24You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone.

			25In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? 26As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.1 [James 2:14-26]

			A careful reading of this passage indicates that the writer makes the contrast between keeping something to one’s self and putting it into action. The biblical writer calls these two concepts “faith” and “deeds” and teaches that these two spiritual dimensions both need to be employed.

			James claims that faith without deeds is “useless” (verse twenty) and infers that it has no power to save (verse fourteen). In one example, he indicates his affirmation that people believe in God. However, he notes even the devil also “believes” in God, but does not act in accord with God (verse nineteen). In other words, just believing is neither adequate nor sufficient, but following through on what people believe is necessary – faith and deeds need to go together.

			Given the context and the message of this biblical passage, it is best understood that James is contrasting what people think or believe with how they act. His instruction is that just thinking without real life application of that thought is useless.

			My question to the text is: “What do you call it when “faith” and “deeds” are actually put together?” The writer of James does not say. It would be useful, even essential, to have a name for this interfacing of “faith” and “deeds.” I suggest that instead of the word “faith” it would have been better if James would have used the word “belief” to describe the truth he was attempting to teach. Belief is something that people do in their heads. I prefer to reserve the word “faith” for when people put the internal and external together. In addition, faith, as I am using the word, is relational – bringing a thought into relationship via action in the world or in the lives of other people.

			Following my definition, “faith in God” is belief in God together with practical real life application of that understanding. Truly, “belief” without “deeds” is dead or at least stuck in one’s head. “Deeds” without “belief” is empty. Putting these two spiritual dimensions together fashions spiritual faith and often brings spiritual growth as people reconcile the inconsistencies that emerge between what they believe and how they live.

			FACILITATING SIMPLE SPIRITUAL GROWTH

			I want to focus on some practical, everyday kinds of examples of uniting belief and deed. Hopefully, people will identify with at least some of these situations; and spiritual helpers will realize these as opportunities to assist in spiritual growth.

			Helping people grow spiritually does not have to be difficult. In fact, it can be as easy as getting people to say what they are thinking. This task becomes less complicated when the helper is aware of what he or she is hoping to assist. The hardest part is to really listen to others so that they believe it is safe to say what they are thinking. In my experience, this happens when listeners are truly interested in others. After a trusting conversation has been elicited, spiritual helpers need to succinctly interject a question or comment that will allow people to take the next step, followed by silence that is designed for them to choose and act. The process is simple, but takes practice and great skill – listening, trusting, questioning and silence.

			One scenario has happened quite often in my life. People would say, “I need to make an appointment to see you sometime” or “I need to talk with you.” These statements, of course, indicate that people have something on their minds – a belief or a thought. Typically, these folks have been thinking about making this comment for some time, but have not acted on it. At that moment, I would typically take out my appointment book, which I carried in my shirt pocket, and ask, “When would you like to do that?” This is rudimentary spiritual growth, but growth none the least – making a decision to meet is action. Indeed, the act of inviting people for an appointment gives them the opportunity to make their belief real – at the very least it has helped them to consider that possibility, which they may decline. If people make the appointment, their personal will has been engaged and a decision has been made which potentially allows them to say out loud what they have been thinking at three o’clock in the morning when they couldn’t sleep.

			How is this spiritual growth? Allowing people to speak what is inside helps them to make their thinking external and especially makes it relational. God can work inside people’s heads; but is more likely to be effective in relationship with others in the external world. This is part of the impact of Jesus’ statement “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”2 [Matthew 18:20]

			Faith in God cannot be relational if it remains in people’s minds. It has to be expressed in real life practical ways. “Now preacher” says the objector. “You mean that I can’t just talk to God in my head?” Of course, people pray to God in silence. However, ask yourself, “When did you feel the closest to God or when did God seem the most real to you?” When people’s prayers were answered in external ways especially at the beginning of their lives as Christians, then they knew that God was real. God certainly talks with people though their minds in silence. However, God never stays in people’s heads but is always manifesting in real life practical ways.

			I believe that God is often trying to break through into people’s busy lives. Agreeing to sit down and talk on any subject that seems personally important can allow God to do just that and effect spiritual growth in the process. When people help others establish a time for such reflection, they are enabling a connection with God and potentially spiritual growth. Attending a Bible study/prayer group also holds the same possibilities. Whether more spiritual growth actually happens in the conversation depends on if what is said is related to God so that healing or change occurs.

			A similar circumstance reveals itself when people say, “We should do that.” or “I would like to do that.” At that time I began using the phrase that helped me to overcome my procrastination and resultant lack of spiritual growth, saying, “There is no time like the present.” Then suggest, “Let’s do it now.” In committee meetings, people wonder if a particular person is willing to do a task or someone may suggest that the group should set a time to serve at the soup kitchen. I respond, “Let’s call them now.” At noon, someone might suggest the need to have lunch sometime. I would say, “Let’s do it now.”

			Another example occurs when people have asked me to pray for someone, or even for them; I have learned to make it real by again pulling out my appointment book, asking when to pray and how to spell that name – then wrote it down. This action made their request more real and it actually helped me to remember to pray for that person. On the other hand, I actually recommend that praying in that particular moment is the best way to respond – unless the situation says “no.”

			Furthermore, praying aloud with someone often helps people verbalize what they have not been able to do – perhaps being emotionally honest with God. It can be a very cathartic and freeing moment. It certainly takes beliefs, makes them into deeds and presents them to God. In this way, spiritual helpers assist others by using their own spiritual energy to connect others with God (via the helpers’ faith and action on behalf of others). In addition, this faith-action also models for people how they may do the same for others.

			Praying in public is often discouraged in today’s society as if it is something to be ashamed of. However, Christians have one true privilege which is coming into contact with God together. Make that belief real and affirm your Christian faith by praying together, boldly. The scripture proclaims, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”3 [Romans 1:16a] Truly, whenever Christians come together, they should affirm the most important part of their lives – their faith. Praying together is an excellent way to do that. “Let’s do it now.”

			Gracious and ever-loving God, you have brought me to this particular moment in my life and I am grateful for the guidance and blessings. But I also confess that I have not trusted you but have worried and wondered what was happening. What I believe right now about you is ___________________. Help me to act the way I believe. Help me to change what I believe if that is better. Enable me to move toward a more mature faith. Inspire me to say what I believe and mean what I say that I may grow in spirit and in truth and be so partnered with you that we are as one. I pray in the name and for the sake of my Savior who prays that we will be united. Amen.

			DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT FOLKS

			For spiritual growth to occur, some people need to verbalize while others need to stop talking. People sometimes put mouth in motion before they put mind in gear. In other words, they speak out of habit or are motivated by their emotions. So, another way to help people grow spiritually is to assist them to think about what they are babbling. Numerous people, particularly those who need to talk in order to think, become overwhelmed, confused and even disoriented when they talk. They are trying to process too much information, options and possibilities; and they become like a pinball bouncing wildly, and sometimes erratically. Enabling people to sort and organize the multiplicity of information can be very helpful.

			One of the most unique and exquisitely simple techniques for inducing spiritual growth is to call for silence. I regularly met with Julia who often became overwhelmed by all of life’s issues including her spiritual beliefs which were also swirling around inside of her. As a result, she exhibited some inconsistent, sometimes marginally irresponsible, behavior; and she appeared to some people to not be very smart. However, this mother of two adult children had never learned to stop long enough to process the confusion within. (This tendency was compounded by her obsession to serve others and her fear of what others might say about what she really thought – a typical mode of operation for many Christians in the culture.) However, Julia was far from unintelligent and had a survivor’s ability that she had gained via all the challenges and abuse she had overcome in her life. What she needed was silence.

			While talking one day, I discovered quite by accident that what Julia needed was silence. I suggested, “Why don’t you take a moment to think about what you just said?” I also recommended that she take a couple of deep breaths which she did. Her body began to relax as she let her head settle back onto the chair. She gently closed her eyes and began to reflect. I anticipated that this silence would last about a minute or perhaps two. So, I watched for signs that she was becoming uncomfortable or done with her time of processing. However, Julia was fully engaged in this exercise for at least twenty minutes. When she opened her eyes and smiled, I asked, “Would you summarize what you have been thinking?” What materialized was no more than a three sentence synopsis of all that had attacked her sensibilities. This scenario was no accident. From that day forward whenever Julia came for spiritual direction I would let her regurgitate what was overwhelming her; and then call for silence which was often for an extended amount of time – time that was always purposeful and meaningful. Silence truly is golden.

			Talkative people (about sixty percent of the population) need to stop talking for spiritual growth to solidify. When people are overwhelmed as was Julia, silence may be the best response. However, other conversationally-oriented people might benefit more by stopping them with a succinct, reflective question. What is helpful spiritually is to ask them what kind of thinking is motivating their speaking. “Is what you believe consistent with what you are saying?” “What does your faith advise you to do with that anger?” Or “What you are saying about all those people sounds a lot like gossip to me. Is that what you want to do or would talking with them be better?” Or “Where do you see God in what you just said?” Make sure to ask questions instead of making statements. For example: announcing, “You are gossiping” will elicit a far different response than “That sounds like gossip; what do you think?” The first assertion will bring a defensive attitude; the second comment invites people to be aware and then choose. Remember, the job of spiritual helpers is not to fix anyone; the role is to invite, encourage and create the opportunity for others to allow God to do that.

			Now, colleagues remind me that some people just want to talk, inferring that I might offend someone by trying to get them to think about what they are saying. I certainly understand that people are like this; and I don’t intend to upset folks. I simply want to do my job of helping others grow spiritually. In order to do that, I need to invite them to act or reflect depending on who they are. If they don’t want to follow through on what they say, it is really ok because either their will is not set or they really don’t want to change; so they are not actually ready to act anyway. If they don’t use the silence or the reflective question for their own benefit, the same is true. However, unless someone invites them to unite their deeds to beliefs, they will most likely not grow spiritually. Think of it as extending people a helping hand, not giving them a push. If they don’t reach out and take the hand, they are not ready. But unless spiritual helpers offer assistance, people will not be lifted out of the place where they are stuck.

			All through the Gospels, Jesus asked questions that had the import of encouraging people to grow spiritually. Such is the case of the blind man who was sitting alongside the road to Jericho.4 [Luke 18:35-42] The blind man hears that Jesus is coming and must “believe” that healing is possible or else he would not have called out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.” What does Jesus do? He asks what is much more than a rhetorical question, “What do you want me to do for you?” He invites this man to verbalize what he has been thinking. The blind man says, “Lord, I want to see.” Jesus replies, “Receive your sight. Your faith has healed you.” (Verse forty-two) Truly, there is something about putting belief and action together that allows “faith” to heal, to save or to make people whole! It allows the blind to see.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			

			Concentric Faith
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			As people live their faith decisions (thoughts + actions), the next part of the faith journey (which happens repeatedly) is to be consistent with what they think and do. This step of their spiritual lives is what I call “concentric faith” which is being consistent and authentic. While people do not live that way most of the time, concentric faith needs to happen at every level of faith – whenever they gain new understandings or behaviors. On the other hand, being inconsistent or unauthentic is not bad except if people plan to remain in that condition and live that way. In fact, unless people are perfectly lucky or someone is Jesus Christ, their faith is never concentric neither from the beginning nor all the time.

			People are interior and exterior beings. In other words, all human beings think and act. What people think and how they behave do not always match. What people say they believe and how they live are often inconsistent. Although the internal and external don’t match or are incompatible, it is best that they do. For example, I can believe that I am an American patriot and talk passionately about the democratic process, but I never go to the polls and vote on Election Day. So, what I think and how I act are inconsistent. How do people typically feel about others who think they are patriots but never vote? At best, people might think they are shallow; on the other hand, people might consider them liars. The opposite situation is equally unsettling. People who drink a quart of vodka a day and do not function well in society are alcoholics. However, if they do not believe that they have that problem, what do people think about them? Some people might just regard them as in denial; or at worst, others might crusade against them because they are a serious danger to others.

			Does God want people’s faith to be concentric? I believe so; at least God does not want them to consistently be shallow or in denial, to be a danger to society or a liar. In these two scenarios, what people believe is not consistent with how they act – and neither do they intend to change. I am reminded of what my ol’ pappy used to advise: “Say what you mean and mean what you say.” In this regard when it comes to spiritual faith, the saying would be, “Do what you mean and mean what you do.” At best people’s beliefs and actions coincide. When this occurs, they have concentric faith.

			The last time I had my eyes examined at the optometrist, an apparatus was placed in front of my eyes. As I looked through the goggle-like lenses two circles were visible – one on the right and one on the left. The doctor said, “I am going to move these circles of light toward each other. Please tell me when they come together.” When these objects became superimposed, I said, “That’s it. They are together.” These two objects were the same size so when they intersected, they were actually one thing. They were “perfectly” overlaid. However, they could have been different size circles. When they would have united, their centers would have been superimposed although one circle would have appeared larger than the other. They would not be “perfect” but they would be concentric.
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			Graphic 1: Concentric faith occurs when the circle of faith-thinking (belief)and the circle of faith-action come together.

			Concentric faith occurs when the circle of faith-thinking (belief) and the circle of faith-action come together. Most of the time the size of the circles are not the same (our thinking and our behaviors are rarely the same). They do not have to be superimposed, or perfectly as one, to be consistent and authentic as long as they coincide at the heart. Whenever the circles are centered, the focus becomes clear just like two lenses – even though they are different in size. When this happens, people gain a glimpse of truth as part of their thinking and part of their behavior have come into agreement. Clara H. Scott’s 1895 hymn “Open My Eyes, That I May See” affirms this process as we get keys to seeing God’s Will and being content or free in God’s Spirit.1

			Developing concentric faith is a process. It takes time for the circles’ centers to align. In other words, it takes time for the thinking and behavior of people to become consistent and authentic. In practical terms, it means people will seem to be inconsistent (because they are) but they are actually in the process of growing toward concentric faith (assuming that is their intention). However, as the circles begin to merge together, people do see more clearly. An interesting example may clarify this concept. When I was at the eye doctor’s office, before the examination began I looked up at the eye chart and thought to myself I can read that bottom line. Then, the doc covered one of my eyes and asked, “What is the lowest line you can read?” Much to my surprise, I not only could not see the lowest line, but could only read the fourth line from bottom. I had to ask why and was told that when both eyes work together, human vision is more accurate. The same is true when it comes to using belief and action in tandem together. When I focus my belief and action in the same direction on the same subject, my vision is unambiguous. The more closely aligned my thinking and behaving become, the more concentric my faith is and the clearer spiritual focus I have.

			Indeed, when people’s beliefs and actions are concentric, so are their lives. Even in the midst of chaos, life is easier. Part of the benefit of concentric faith is the greater certainty and contentment that accompanies it. In Paul’s letter to the Philippians he affirms, “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”2 [Philippians 4:12-13] This strength that brings contentment is not the ability to do what I want to do. Instead, this strength is living consistent with what people believe and how they act. The apostle Paul referred to this as having the mind and heart of Christ or being “in Christ.” The phrase “in Christ” is used ninety times in the New Testament letters mostly to refer to people who were committed to following Jesus as Savior and Lord. However, a somewhat mystical or supernatural element is implied in this phrase because the divine and the believer are put together. Some people can actually experience this truth in a physical way.3

			Being concentric with Christ at any level of faith is mature thinking and behavior combined. This is the ideal of the spiritual life – to live with such an interconnected belief and conduct. In those fleeting transitory moments, people are truly content because they are in God’s Will albeit only partially. Cherish the moments of perfect clarity or beautiful contentment! And praise God! They will last for only as long as God allows – until God pulls people farther along the spiritual path.

			For example, Eldon believed that God wanted him to “love his neighbor.” Accordingly, he attempted to be nice to everyone he met and dealt respectfully with them. He participated in providing food for church funeral dinners, even when he had little time to do that, because he want to “make real” what he “believed.” Also, the man across the street was typically negative and critical of Eldon’s children, but Eldon had even started talking with him. Eldon was practicing love for his neighbor.

			One day, an elder from the church asked if he could talk with Eldon about “prison ministry” which the elder described as regularly visiting men in jail and sharing Christianity with them. He wanted Eldon to do that. Eldon weaseled his way out with various excuses and the elder responded, “I thought you meant it when you said that you were putting into practice Jesus’ command to love your neighbor!” (First of all, this elder does not understand spiritual growth and needed to be schooled – or removed from his position. Inflicting such guilt and shame often retards people from further spiritual growth.) In truth, Eldon’s faith was very concentric because he had a faith-belief that he had made real by practicing it. His Christian faith was absolutely ok. On the other hand, his faith was not perfect because he didn’t love everyone. Later, in his faith growth he may integrate “prison ministry” into his neighbor-loving activities. However, his faith would not be perfect then either.

			ON BEING PERFECT

			The Sermon on the Mount records Jesus as concluding, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”4 [Matthew 5:48] Now, I confess that reading this Bible verse almost destroyed my plan to become a Christian. You see, I knew that I could not be perfect; I couldn’t even follow all the rules that my parents laid down for me; and there was always improvement that needed to be done. Because I had internalized that whatever I did would never be good enough, I knew that I could never measure up to Jesus’ command to “be perfect.” Obviously, I could never be a good Christian.

			Fortunately, I learned that sometimes what the Bible says in English is not what was meant by the original language in which it was written. The Greek word used for “perfect” in Matthew 5:48 is “τέλειός” (teleios) which according to the Greek lexicon means “to carry through completely, to accomplish or bring to an end.” When this word is applied to human beings, it means “full grown, adult, of full age, mature.”5 Teleios is translated “make perfect.” Our typical definition of “perfect” is “without flaws.” However, when an apple, for example, is “made perfect,” it has completed its journey from seed to blossom to full-grown fruit – it is at the end of the process and is ready to harvest. It has accomplished the goal for which it has been made even though it is flat and discolored on one side and that there is a worm hole at the top. However, it has been made perfect, in the biblical sense. When the end result of an apple is done, it will not be without flaws. Likewise, in the spiritual life, people are to grow to the end, to mature … which in all the cases I know contain imperfections. Jesus communicates the goal of the spiritual life by claiming that we need to become “τέλειός” like God is. So, l invite people to grow into the maturity that God has – making lots of unintentional errors along the way. As they do, they will be “made perfect.” When people experience concentric faith with that sense of contentment, they know that they are traveling the right road.

			Do not be discouraged by what seems to be unreachable demands of some Christian teachings. While the goal of the spiritual life is to mature into the character of Jesus in order to experience oneness with the divine, the spiritual path is not about “getting it right” or “being flawless” along the way. In fact, people cannot be perfect in that sense. However, people can work toward making their faith concentric – with their thinking and acting consistent and authentic.6 In this sense, spiritual faith is more about having a smooth, productive journey than reaching the destination.

			If people have a connection with God that brings them to faith-belief which they then make real by their actions, they are in the spiritual growth process. Moving these two parts of spiritual faith together so that people mean what they do and do what they mean is having concentric faith. As long as people intend and work toward being consistent and authentic, their faith is being “made perfect.” When people stop growing and integrating whatever is new in their lives, their spiritual life becomes stagnant and begins to die. Concentric faith comes when people’s faith in God is consistent and authentic. It is then that more of God’s power is released into their lives. Be intentional and always move toward concentric faith.

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

			Traveling the Spiritual Road
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			Spiritual growth has a progression which can be identified. The process, like all developmental maturing, is not exact and has numerous exceptions caused by life circumstances. However, it is valuable to understand that an infant will have mouth pain and whine or cry for seemingly no reason. Teeth are starting to form and push through the tender gums. Also, knowing ahead of time that puberty will happen can help ease the stress of a first menstrual cycle or changing voice tones. While such life events do happen, their precise timing cannot be anticipated. Accordingly, certain key happenings in the spiritual life can also be anticipated and identified. Those who help others grow spiritually and those seeking God can benefit from understanding the spiritual growth process and make it smoother by doing so.

			As described in the opening section, spiritual faith includes belief, application and consistency. However, it is essentially relational – people’s relationship with God but also with each other and the world. Spiritual growth is always about people’s ability to respond to the initiative of God; and people’s ability to respond is the direct result of the capability that they have to do so emotionally, ethically, intellectually, experientially and so forth. Indeed, one type of relating affects the others. For example, when people believe that God desires that they love others, then they begin to think differently and act accordingly. On the other hand, a crisis in the world or near fatal automobile accident can reorient people into a closer and more obedient relationship with God. Indeed, events and experiences can also have adverse effects on either people’s spiritual faith or the way they function in the world. Spirituality and worldliness directly influence each other. While understanding the process of spiritual growth is the primary focus of this book, at least a working appreciation of the ways people develop in the world is essential to best help people grow spiritually.

			In the next seven chapters, I will describe the most basic and classical roadways on the Christian spiritual journey. Whether using or not using a map, spiritual growth is developmental and intimately intertwined with people’s ability to function in society. In subsequent chapters, I will present additional growth models that can be superimposed onto the spiritual growth-process map in order to provide detailed information that can clarify the various ways people travel as well as the understanding of detours and delays they may encounter on their road trip.

			There are different maps that are valuable for the roads Christians travel – all are helpful, none are perfect. Remember that the map is not the territory. All of these maps are intended as a general overview and do not consider the academic scrutiny or the harsh criticism to which each view has been subjected. If, as helpers of spiritual growth, they are useful, please employ them as a way to guide thinking and counsel. However, do not use them as the ultimate truth. If spiritual helpers see no value in them, of course do not utilize them. I prefer a map; and so invite Christians to pick which map and which legend to use as they or those they assist travel to their not yet arrived-at destination.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			

			The Roadways
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			I grew up in the days without automatic Geographical Positioning Systems and computer mapping programs. It was a day and time when people actually needed to read and figure out what a map was telling them in order to get where they wanted to go. Every map had a different legend and scale to follow. Some maps were pretty simple; while others included so much information that they were challenging to read but of course more informative.

			When I was a young teen, our family was traveling in a white Chevy station wagon on a family vacation. My father was driving and following the instructions of my mother who was looking at the map. Dad was frustrated probably because he was lost and didn’t want to admit it. Impatiently, he was awaiting instruction from Mom on what to do next. When he glanced over and saw her reading the map upside down, he was none too happy, took the map, and gave it to me. “Here,” he said. “See if you can figure out where we are!” That’s how I became the family navigator. In the process, I learned that the blue squiggly lines were rivers and that black lines with marks on them were railroad tracks – we didn’t want to follow them but they could actually be good information about where we were and where we wanted to go. I learned the differences between county, state and national roads; and the speed that a car was likely to travel on each. I discovered the little numbers on the left and right on every road that indicated the distance between intersections. Dad taught me my first mathematical formula, D=rt or Distance equals the rate of travel multiplied by the time of travel. So, if I added and multiplied correctly, I could actually estimate a time of arrival pretty closely. That was quite important for lunch and bathroom stops – not to mention calming the “anxious mob” of two girls and a dog in the back. Consequently, at an early age I learned the advantage of anticipating and projecting the events. Sometimes, however, the map was not accurate or road construction altered what was expected. So, while I discovered the advantage of anticipating what came next, I also learned that the map is not the territory.

			I am telling you this fascinating story from my childhood to illustrate that having a map and learning to read it can be helpful in getting to one’s destination. Actually, it is invaluable, even comforting, especially for the person in charge of getting to road’s end. Likewise, having and using maps for the spiritual journey can be equally helpful. In fact since the likelihood of having a computer program to automatically guide people to the final destination is not very likely, learning to read and discern the spiritual journey maps is essential – unless you don’t care where you are going.

			THE THREE WAYS OF CHRISTIAN SPIRITUAL GROWTH

			As early as Origen of Alexandria (185-254 A. D.) in Christian history, leaders of the Way1 [Acts 9:1-2] had been writing about the experience of growing closer to God. Among his six thousand writings, Origen described three stages of personal spiritual growth that he discerned, respectively, from the Old Testament books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon. Around 500 A. D., the Christian writer with the pen name of Pseudo-Dionysius first labelled these stages – purification, illumination and union; and those in those stages were called beginners, proficients and perfects, respectively. In the thirteenth century, these stages were more formalized into what has been christened the “Three Ways.”2

			This long-established system refers to Christian spiritual growth that occurs after a person has confessed faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. However, since belief in and movement toward God actually begins prior to the classical descriptions of the Three Ways, I will start by supplementing this system with that preceding stage of growth. I will also convert the archaic language and concepts contained in earlier writings and will be as precise as possible about the “tasks” that need to be completed for each part of the journey. In addition, I will provide questions and examples to assist those helping others grow spiritually to progress along the spiritual road. Particular types of prayer forms typically coincide with each stage; these will be described later in chapter sixteen.

			Please, keep in mind that the following outline of the spiritual growth process does not always take place in the exact order; also each concept does not have to be “completed” before moving onto the next and each is often repeated and/or adapted in later stages. For example, an annual budget accurately approximates income and expenses but never precisely reflects the final data; but the budget does allow people to count the cost. Estimating the process of spiritual growth has similar value.

			The following disclaimer applies to the whole of spiritual growth: First and foremost, God desires to be in a mutual love relationship with each believer and consequently works incessantly to make that possible. Yet, our human nature, unredeemed and unsanctified, makes that impossible. Accordingly, God’s Holy Spirit attempts to make such necessary transition occur. As people grow in spiritual faith, it may seem that they are doing the work but actually God makes it possible and draws them into relationship via the Holy Spirit working in them. However, God, whose essential nature is perfect love, will not do so without people’s consent and cooperation. God does the work if people cooperate in the growth; this happens throughout the spiritual growth process.

			What is traditionally called the Three Ways actually only has one destination, a perfect loving relationship with God. On this road trip, travelers navigate three types of pathways.
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			It is worthy of note that each part of the journey ends with a crisis or “dark night.”
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			Graphic 2: The Christian Spiritual Road has four pathways:The Pre-Christian Way, the Purgative Way, the Illuminative Way and the Unitive Way.

			The Three Ways of Christian spiritual growth begins at confession-baptism (or via baptism-confirmation in some traditions).3 Regardless of the order of the belief and application, it begins when people have been “born from above” or confessed their belief in Jesus as Lord and Savior. At this point, new Christians enter onto the first road surface called the Purgative Way, which is primarily about purification from sinful tendencies. The second roadway is called the Illuminative Way where Christians discover, interpret and apply deeper godly truths. The Unitive Way, about union with God, is where God’s Spirit is infused into travelers in small but pure amounts so they think, feel and act as God would while sensing the sin of the world as God does. The Three Ways describe stages, or different roads surfaces, along which Christians travel. However, prior to these road ways, people spend time in spiritual preparation deciding if they want to go on the official journey that leads to a mutual loving relationship with God. I call this the “Pre-Christian Way.”

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			

			The Pre-Christian Way
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			The “Pre-Christian Way” is primarily about increasing people’s awareness of the reality of God until that makes a personal difference. It includes all that prepares and leads to God’s justification by grace – when God declares people accepted. Various sign posts, which often occur as a natural progression in children, will be passed; however, adults also need to go through a similar chain of events. These include:
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			Graphic 3: The Pre-Christian Way includes the necessary steps for coming to a decision to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior.

			AWARENESS OF GOD

			If infants know God (as some people claim), they certainly need to learn how to name God in life. Ernest Cassirer in the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms1 illustrates that life is fundamentally about pictures and making meaning. Infants experience and observe life before they can say anything about it. One day, a mother or father will hold up a ball and speak the name “ball” directly to the infant. An object has been given a name and language has begun. Images are the permanent building blocks of all that people understand. Eventually, to the object-words people add actions that get names like “throw” which people connect with “ball.” They now have “throw the ball.” Later, children learn words for concepts like numbers or love; however, even these concepts still have their roots in pictures like in two pieces of candy or a mother’s kiss. Words are always images before they are words.

			What does baby talk have to do with spiritual growth? Someone has to name the object or action. Someone has to name God. Infants may actually know God, but making God incarnate (into real life) happens in the act of naming. Praying hands sculptures, a cross on the wall, little boy/girl praying artwork, a picture of Jesus welcoming children, saying grace as a family, going to church and so forth, all provide “names” for God. Naming God and teaching where God can be identified becomes an important way to assist in the awareness of God. In Christian families, the naming of God is often part of the natural process of spiritual growth.

			Children ask questions, sometimes really deep questions. Someone has said, “All ‘why’ questions lead to God.” If that is true and it seems so, then children, teens, young adults and all question-asking people are seeking information about God. It seems to be imbedded in people’s very being. In the groundbreaking work, Ana- Marie Rizzuto discovered that children revealed what they believed through drawings of pictures about God.2 Long before they could verbalize what they thought, they depicted their understanding of God which sometimes reflected the views of their parents but included a collage other cultural influences as well.

			Children think about God, ask about God, and picture God. Even when people don’t tell children about God, in their search to understand and make meaning of the world children will discern the Presence of God. The apostle Paul claims that such information is readily available, “Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen.”3 [Romans 1:20] To help people on “The Pre-Christian Way” clarify their awareness of God, ask them “How do you see God?” or “If you needed to draw a picture that expresses God what would it look like?” Or give them paper and crayons and have them draw.

			An engaging contemporary television commercial begins with an eight-year-old boy holding a spotlight for his father who is working on a vehicle’s engine. The boy asks one question after another often before the previous question has been adequately answered. His first simple comments/questions quickly turn into excruciatingly difficult ones. For example, he asks whether his mother or father is the oldest. When his father claims to be the oldest, his son immediately wants to know: “Does that mean that you will die first.”... We didn’t see that coming! The life insurance company that sponsored the commercial wants people to “protect” their loved ones by purchasing their product. At the root of this vignette is every child’s unspoken concern: “Where is my protection and strength when you are gone?” Thus, this boy’s probing question provides a much greater opportunity: to say “Only God knows who will die first. Have we talked about who God is?”

			Children and others on the “Pre-Christian Way” ask serious life-questions which always lead to God. Helping them to name God is essential to the spiritual growth process. However, this God-seeking and meaning-making cannot remain an intellectual exercise, but needs to include personal application. When God is connected personally to what matters most, people move toward claiming that they need God. This makes the relationship with God spiritual – the engaging of spirits.

			An essential part of my picture of God came from times of worship that I experienced at James W. Riley’s Children’s Hospital in Indianapolis, Indiana while recovering from polio at age four. My picture is still clear and communicates a mix of hope and healing which is what God wants for everyone. This spiritual faith was initiated by the courage and strength given in what Jesus did on the cross, which I needed for my life and recovery. Accordingly, my God-understanding began with power beyond myself to do the impossible [Philippians 4:13];4 it became an in spite of “being hard pressed we are not crushed” theology [II Corinthians 4:8-9];5 and finally it transformed into because of weakness “God’s power is made perfect” life-meaning. [II Corinthians 12:9]6 My awareness of God has increased, been reframed, deepened and transformed; although awareness needs to occur at the beginning of faith, it is continued throughout the spiritual life.

			Indeed, awareness is the first step in all spiritual growth. That is especially true during the “Pre-Christian Way.” Helping others grow spiritually at this stage is in part about naming God and how God’s relates to people. At the beginning of this part of the journey, a clear, decisive teaching manner is needed. This is why classes or Sunday school that includes instruction, catechisms or disciplining is so important. Those who want to help people grow spiritually need to remember that such lessons must be more than imparting information; the spiritual journey is relational so what is learned must make a personal difference. This type of teaching is most effective for children who are eager to absorb. However, also on the “Pre-Christian Way” are many adults, who in my experience desire a “Christian Basics 101” course, but these grown-ups bring lots of life-learned objections. Nevertheless, the need is the same – to help them become aware of the presence of God. They often have the pictures and the experiences within them. So, ask them, “When was the first time you remember that God was more than just a name to you?” They will become aware of and/or affirm their faith in the process.

			For example, adults will experience a “divine” life moment and continue living without any awareness unless someone helps them name God. A glorious sunset will be etched on the brain as a beautiful picture or it can be a sign that points to the creator. A powerful and even life-changing insight that could not have “come from me because I don’t think like that” could just be from nowhere – unless someone notes, “That’s how God communicates.” I often respond to people who have just spoken a passionate hope, “If you put ‘Dear God’ before your statement and ‘Amen’ afterward, that would be an awesome prayer. Sometimes writing down what is prayed for as well as the corresponding answers can be an effective way to identify God. Any way that adults can identify God in their lives enables them to become aware of the Divine.

			People themselves can also be the pictures that lead children or adults to God. A saintly grandmother, a loving father, an ethical friend, a sports figure who gives God credit, a beloved Sunday school teacher or camp counselor can easily have a dramatic effect. Early in their lives, children come to recognize that all adults are bigger, smarter and more powerful than they are. This corresponds to a beginning definition of God: as eternal, omniscient and almighty. The relationship children have with adults directly determines how and what they think about God. I was proud and totally embarrassed when my son at age five publicly announced during a children’s time, “My daddy is better than Jesus.” The examples we set for children help determine how they see the divine. This is also very true for adults on the “Pre-Christian Way.” They need mentors, elders who are responsible for their spiritual learning and small groups where they can grow in the awareness of God as they see God working in the lives of more mature Christians.

			In order for faith to begin, God initiates contact with people in ways that provide glimpses of goodness and grace – something positive that is “other than” human. People’s spiritual “task” is to identify and name this experience as “God.” Accordingly, individuals need other people to help them grow spiritually in this way, which may be the summit of spirituality. Whether that recognition of God comes in the sweetness of mother’s milk or in a moment when all seems right with the world, people have a beginning sense of trust. In the most inaugural way, this is God, who needs to be named. Awareness is the first step in all spiritual growth.

			THE NEED FOR GOD

			After becoming aware of the existence of God and having it matter personally, individuals can only grow closer in their relationship with God if they need and desire God. This “need for God” dynamic happens quite naturally in children and with age becomes progressively more difficult. In fact, adults, who come to the “Need for God,” often have a complete attitudinal change which has been called an “awakening.”7

			Not long into life, children realize that the world is not as secure and safe as they would like; they feel really vulnerable and in need of protection. Responsible parents try to keep their children safe from harm and even teach them to protect themselves, but ultimately they will fail because something is always, bigger, stronger, faster or smarter. This desire to be safe can lead to the need for God, who is defined as bigger than the biggest, stronger than the strongest and so forth. Most certainly there is an element of fear associated within this “Need for God” transition. The Old Testament asserts this stage with the teaching, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom”8 [Proverbs 1:7] and Jesus also instructs, “Fear the one who can destroy both the body and soul in Hell.”9 [Matthew 10:28] Children especially can become totally afraid of God and adults can become defensive unless their “fear of God” is closely connected with a God who is also benevolent. Personally, I would prefer that no one have such a fear of God, whose ultimate goal is for all to abide harmoniously together forever. Nevertheless, this larger than life view of God understands that God is in control and in charge – a principle that needs to be affirmed for those on the “Pre-Christian Way” even if people might like to make some modifications or distinctions. Thus, to ask probing questions designed to deepen one’s faith, such as, “Does God actually control everything?” or “Can God lift a rock bigger than God can make?” are not helpful or appropriate for people at this stage of development. Leave these kinds of questions for later as they are best asked of those beginning the “Illuminative Way.”

			One way of helping those on the “Pre-Christian Way” to claim their need for God can be done simply by suggesting that they address God in prayer as “Almighty God” or “Heavenly Father” or “Lord of all creation” or “Master of the Universe.” Even the youngest child can learn the route bedtime prayer: “Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die, before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” Such application of belief helps to cement the ability of God to protect; and it increases the need for God.

			A second way that is natural for children to accept their “Need for God” comes in the interplay of good versus bad. Children don’t innately know right from wrong; and parents and others provide this distinction. From birth, they associate warmth, mother’s smile and milk as good things which are perpetuated and increased if children act in a certain way. However in the process, children make mistakes. They are told “No!” Such corrections are followed by displeasure and the withdrawal of what they desire. Consequently, children want to please those who are bigger, stronger, faster and smarter than they are – if for no other reason than to get what they want. This normal developmental process can also be translated into the “Need for God,” saying, “If you do what God wants, you will get good things, approval and blessings from God. God has rules to be kept and laws to be followed. Follow them and you get God.” At this point in the spiritual faith process, the view of God as one who takes charge of life and gives the desired security and approval, is fundamental. Affirming for others that God is in charge and wants to give good things is enabling spiritual growth especially for those who are on the “Pre-Christian Way.”

			There is a corollary to the interplay of good versus bad. When children do not follow the rules or make mistakes, especially those actions that hurt others, they are taught to say, “I am sorry and won’t do it again.” Such apologies apply to God in the form of seeking God’s forgiveness. Accordingly, if I violate God’s rule by hurting my younger sister, then God is not happy with me. I may not really care if my younger sister is mad at me or not, but I do want good things from God so I need God’s approval. Because I need God, I ask for God’s forgiveness.

			For teenagers and young adults who are on the “Pre-Christian Way,” coming to the “Need for God” can be much more difficult. Teenagers, of course, feel like they need to ‘break free’ of parents to become their own person and don’t “need” anyone. And certainly, young adults have life skills and abilities that allow them to take care of themselves and consequently not feel the insecurity and dangerousness of the world. So unless previously attained, the “Need for God” is not a priority for either teens or young adults. Since the appropriation of spiritual faith at this time of life is most readily done through community, the influence of other people and society is a key. In his stages of faith, James Fowler phrases it, “I believe what the group believes.”10 Church youth groups focused on a single theme can highlight the “Need for God” so that teens accept that truth because “we” believe it. Thus, even for young adults, focusing of God when part of a group is particularly important. Our contemporary society is not particularly supportive of overt spiritual faith expression. However, this can happen when grandma asks that her whole family, including the teens and young adults, attend church together as her birthday present. It can happen when a family at Christmas time gathers to go to Christmas Eve service or the patriarch decides to take five minutes to read the biblical Christmas or Easter story. Congregations with homogeneous views and proclamations can be very helpful to adults who need the group to affirm their need for God.

			Another key way for the “Need for God” to emerge is through the influence of individual people. I remember Forest ‘Murph’ Friend, an elder in my first congregation, who always said, “I need to go to church.” Mr. Friend was one of the highest quality people I had ever known. I couldn’t imagine why he would say this was his “need.” Forty years later I understand and have never forgotten the influence that his simple insistence had on me. In addition, when accepted groups of people like celebrities or sports stars credit God with their success, teens and adults who still “need God” listen. If those people who “have it made” think God is important and necessary to their success, then maybe they might need God as well. The most successful groups who have engendered the “Need for the Higher Power” are Twelve Step recovery programs like Alcoholics Anonymous. In this setting, the “Need for God” comes not via teaching or preaching but though the consensus of the group – people all need God who can restore their lives to sanity.

			Adults in the middle ages of their life can accept their “Need for God” through the emptiness brought on by the human condition called “existential anxiety.”11 While this may be casually dismissed as a mid-life crisis, more typically the depressing angst is rooted in unanswerable concerns about anticipatory dying, guilt and uncertainty. These concerns only have resolution in God who mid-lifers need. In addition, those adults in later years or in the midst of a health predicament as they face their own demise and coming death can come to affirm their need for God – often someone needs to suggest that they take this spiritual step of faith.

			If adults have not moved through the spiritual progression of the “Pre-Christian Way” and found their “Need for God,” spiritual helpers can be of assistance. However, direct conversation about that issue is most likely the best way for that to happen.

			IDENTIFICATION OF SIN

			The “Need for God” is often intimately linked to “Identification of Sin.” The most basic and simplest definition of “sin” is that it is separation from God. An old adage states this in a different way: “I have learned two inconvertible truths in life. First, that there is a God; and second, that I am not God. God is ‘other than’ I am.” The same is echoed when the Bible quotes God: “‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the Lord.’ As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’”12 [Isaiah 55:8-9] This separation from God is innate and ontological... it is a given. God is “other than” a human being. The human condition is separation from God... this is sin. People may need God because they can’t do something or need to feel secure, because they have hurt others and need forgiveness or because they want to have a relationship with God (now and in Heaven) and cannot do that by themselves. What is most important is that people are not where God is and cannot get there by themselves.

			One of the most profound influences in my life occurred when I read a sermon by Paul Tillich called “You Are Accepted.”13 In the message, Tillich taught about the ambiguous use of the words “sin” and “sins” in the New Testament. “Sin” is about human separation from God. “Sins” refers to the wrong actions and bad attitudes that people have (which have the result of separating people from each other and from God). All bad-behavior “sins” cause people to be separated from God – they intensify the fact that human ways are not God’s ways. Nevertheless, even if people never committed any bad-behavior sins, they still would be separated from God.

			For those who did not grow up in the church or who have made poor choices that have resulted in wrong actions and bad behavior, especially those that have caused injury to others, “Identification of Sin” is straightforward. Some people on the “Pre-Christian Way” have clearly committed sins. Murderers on death row, for example, can understand their bad behavior and clearly realize how they have sinned and have need for God. People in Twelve Step Programs have no trouble identifying their sin and often feel it very deeply. Accordingly, they often “grieve” their sinful behaviors which can intensify their need and desire for God.

			On the other hand, people who have grown up in the church and have spent their life being the best they can be, following the rules and doing good for others, can have a more difficult time identifying that they are sinners even though the Bible clearly teaches “All sin and fall short of the glory of God.”14 While “good church people” may have more difficulty sensing their separation from God and feeling it, “Identification of Sin” is essential for spiritual growth. Thus, asking long-term, upstanding Christians, “What is your signature sin?” or “How do you know that you were once separated from God?” can be helpful.

			I was teaching a Bible study in which I focused on personal application of the biblical content. The group, consisting of long-term church members, was working its way through the letter to the Romans and was in chapter three. As the discussion proceeded into the application section, one of the most respected elders of the congregation commented about Romans 3:23, “Then that means I am no different than those people across the hall.” What the elder was referencing was the room where one of the seven Twelve Step Groups, that rented the church space, met. At that point in the life of the congregation, no people “in recovery” were officially part of the church. That changed in the months that followed.

			Regular church participants may actually identify sin after a number of years of life experience. As a pastor, occasionally I would have someone who wanted to be re-baptized because “When I was first baptized, it didn’t mean anything.” Instead of saying, “You don’t need to be re-baptized,” I always took this as an opportunity for spiritual growth and theological conversation. First, I recognized that this person was obviously identifying sin in their life so we would talk about what that was. Second, I would clearly teach that taking this action and being re-baptized in no way changed what God had already done at the time of their original baptism. However, I would affirm that now the baptismal candidate would realize, even feel, what God had done for them. Thus, it was important for spiritual growth.

			Spiritual helpers need to be ready and able to assist people in identifying sin which is not the easiest topic to broach. Nevertheless, formally recognizing sin, whenever it happens, is needed for spiritual growth and makes the acceptance of God’s Grace powerful. While “Identification of Sin” is absolutely essential for spiritual growing, it can also be precarious. Those children who have been told over and over that they are “bad,” or adults who have committed and/or repeated horrific crimes as well as those who are abused or trapped in the battering of the legal system, can take on a destructive level of guilt – a feeling of guilt that is so internalized that seemingly no one can dissolve it. Thus, the balance needed at this precipice is to identify sin but not to the point of de-habilitating guilt.

			ACCEPTANCE OF GRACE

			“The gift of God is eternal life” may be the absolute best phrase in the Bible! This sentence, however, begins with “The wages of sin is death” and ends with “in Christ Jesus our Lord.”15 [Romans 6:23] Two important points need to be made: first, God’s free gift needs to come “as soon as possible” on the heels of identification of sin; and second, grace must elicit appreciation and responsibility.

			The best definition of grace that I know of is: “Grace is the unearned and undeserved gift of God.” Thus, feeling unworthy to receive such an extremely generous endowment without the ability to have ever earned the right to have it is necessary at this point for spiritual growth. Eternal life is the final payment but it comes in installments, according to individual need, and may be received as new life, forgiveness, second chances, as well as feeling loved and accepted.

			I had a family member who was diagnosed with terminal cancer who I will call Alice. Alice asked me to be her personal pastor because she knew she needed God. Although Alice had a tender heart, she had not lived an exemplary life and certainly stayed as far away from religion and God as her conscience would allow. In addition, Alice had suffered abuse and had a hard life. On the other hand, Alice had some early religious training and for her lack of regular church contact had a pretty good knowledge of the Bible. Alice clearly knew how sinful she had been and felt unworthy. On one of my visits to the hospital, Alice wanted to talk about God. I presented the plan of salvation in a very informal but biblically accurate manner. Alice comprehended what I had said and knew her opportunity to believe that Jesus was God’s gift to her for the forgiveness of her many sins. However, Alice baulked when I asked if she was ready to do that. After an uneasy moment, she blurted out with great angst, “But I have lived so badly and I don’t deserve it!” I calmly affirmed, “That is exactly the point! This is how much God loves you and wants you.” The result was a flood of tears, a strong assertion of belief and an emotionally free and floating demeanor out of this life and into the next.

			Alice had come face to face with God’s grace and her response was incredulity and astonishment. No wonder people love John Newton’s hymn, “Amazing Grace;” it resonates in their souls.16 The hymn begins, “Amazing Grace how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me.” Even if people are not as wretched as Newton, who practiced human trafficking – slavery, they do take grace personally because they still don’t deserve it.

			This same experience could have happened for Alice decades before it did. However, it did not, because she had come to feel so unworthy and had not received God’s Grace in a timely manner. Spiritual helpers need to be ready to offer God’s Grace precisely at the moment of the feeling of greatest unworthiness. The Bible puts sin and grace together in one sentence and so should spiritual helpers.

			The above story that illustrates “Acceptance of Grace” is a classic example of the forgiven adult sinner who receives the promise of eternal life. However, grace can also be gathered in the form of love, second chances, exoneration or absolution – all that are unearned and undeserved. For example, a child who has broken a rule deserves the appropriate consequences. If such discipline was intentionally not enforced, then grace would have been given, which is the perfect moment to teach what God’s Grace is like. Personally, while I intellectually understood grace from a theological perspective, I first appropriated the feeling of grace and thus the intent of God through my wife. This happened years after becoming a Christian, which is an example of how spiritual development is not always linear. However, when I appropriated “Acceptance of Grace” my spiritual life and helpfulness was catapulted forward. It happened in this way: being physically deformed, I came to believe that I was not good enough to be loved in a heterosexual interpersonal relationship. Not long after we had been dating, Pat would spontaneously say, “I love you;” but I have not done anything or said anything to deserve such affirmation. In fact, it would not be inaccurate to say that during our early years she would tell me that she loved me a couple of hundred times a day – until I finally came to believe and feel the love-given grace. After thirty-five years of marriage, Pat has come back to reality. She now graces me with “I love you” only about fifty times each day. Everyone should be so divinely blessed!

			The point is that grace not only needs to be understood biblically and theologically but also needs to be felt as it is applied to real life. This best occurs immediately after sin and/or sins have been personally identified. When people grasp what God has given and have felt that grace via life experience, they are truly grateful for the gift. Grace cannot be earned; but it sure can be appreciated. I could not earn my wife’s love but in response I certainly can live faithfully with her. God desires the same. “Your new life is God’s gift to you; but what you do with it is your gift back to God.”

			Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s contrast between “cheap grace” and “costly grace” provides the perfect explanation.17 Grace is cheap when people receive God without personally identifying sin(s) that needs to be forgiven. In addition, people make grace cheap when they behave without gratitude for the gift. God’s gift of grace (forgiveness, love, and new life) comes at the moment a person accepts Jesus as Savior and Lord. Following, learning, trusting and becoming like Jesus are what make God’s Grace costly. Indeed, when people develop in the natural spiritual progression, they know God, need God, feel their sin, accept God’s free gift – and consequently they respond gratefully with their life.

			MOMENT OF DECISION

			Every important period of time warrants summary. Years of education completed should be celebrated with a graduation ceremony. Courtship and love definitely need affirmation at the wedding event. Pregnancy is best culminated with a beautiful birth. Indeed, the transition toward a life lived in God at its center also needs a “Moment of Decision.” Some people say, “I didn’t have a dramatic conversion like St. Paul so I don’t know when I started believing in Jesus.” While this can be true, everyone still benefits from a moment of putting their growth toward God all together. Typically, these are reviewed with any good evangelistic “Plan of Salvation” Christian tract. Be sure to have one available, write your own as I have, or be able to use the scriptures to facilitate a “Moment of Decision.”

			Billy Graham’s Christian crusades have become famous for the summarizing the Christian faith and calling people to a moment of decision. Graham would invite people to accept Jesus as savior with the same hymn of his conversion experience, “Just as I Am.”18 The hymn reflects God’s request to simply come with Jesus’ promise of John 6:37, “whoever comes to me I will never drive away.” God will be in the moment of surrender; trust it.

			Just as I am - without one plea,

			But that Thy blood was shed for me,

			And that Thou bidst me come to Thee,

			-O Lamb of God, I come!

			Just as I am - Thou wilt receive,

			Wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve;

			Because Thy promise I believe,

			-O Lamb of God, I come!

			Spiritual helpers need to be ready to assist people through the “Moment of Decision” which best begins by summarizing the “Pre-Christian Way” period of time (included in the bullets at the beginning this chapter.) However, the most important parts of the “Moment of Decision” are asking for the decision and speaking it out loud in prayer. The way I have typically phrased the decision question is, “Do you believe with all of your heart and the best of your ability that Jesus is your Lord and Savior and that you want to follow him with your life?”

			Then, I would ask that person to repeat aloud the words that I would pray. This prayer sometimes called “The Sinner’s Prayer” can be personalized to reflect the individual’s spiritual journey and experience. The particular words of the prayer are not as important as the themes that need to be included.
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			A Sample Sinner’s Prayer: Gracious God, I confess that I am a sinner and separated from you. Please forgive me. I now believe in my heart that you sent Jesus to save me – to reconcile us. I believe he is my personal Lord and Savior. So, I promise to do my best to follow you and your ways; and I will begin by showing that I mean what I say with my baptism (or confirmation). In Jesus’ name. Amen.

			Do not underestimate the value of having a person pray that prayer – it is a moment of summary, an emotional release and a choice to be responsibly honored. Do not underestimate what God does whenever such a prayer is prayed. Theologically, this is called “Justification.” “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith... God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.”19 [Romans 5:1, 5] In the act of decision, God has made something definite happen. It is when God’s power is infused into a person. It is when God forgives and accepts; it is when a person is “born from above.” It is when the inheritance of eternal life is bestowed. It is when God substantively abides if even for a brief time; and pure joy is released.

			CONFESSIONAL TEMPTATION20

			“I didn’t see that coming!” is what people might say after a total surprise event has occurred. What I call “Confessional Temptation” fits into this description. “Confessional Temptation” is the strong enticement to return to the way people used to be before they accepted Jesus as Savior and decided to follow the spiritual path. It happens soon after (or sometimes just before) believer’s baptism or confirmation. As a result of their new life (or anticipated new life) in Christ, many new Christians are euphoric and joyfully enthusiastic for God. When all is well; and they have a new lease on life, that’s when it happens – temptation. Seemingly, the opposite would be expected, but I have observed confessional temptation over and over again.

			The New Testament account of the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist concludes with God’s words, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”21 [Matthew 3:17] It doesn’t get any better for children when they hear such affirmation from their parent. With such an emotional and spiritual summit, we would anticipate only greater experiences to come. Nevertheless, the very next biblical verse records what happened, “Then (at once) Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.”22 [Matthew 4:1] This picture of Jesus’ personal spiritual life is a paradigm for the spiritual life of believers. In some way, it is the first occurrence of a new believer; but it is best viewed as the last struggle in the “Pre-Christian Way.” It is God asking the question a second time, just to make sure the first answer was the real one. “Do you really want to follow me?” For Jesus the test was about whether he would inappropriately employ God’s power (to turn stones into bread); whether he would accept what God gives in the midst of insecurity (to call angels to protect him); and whether he would focus on what he could get for himself (to seek the fame and glitter of the world) instead of worshipping God. Jesus accepted the mission to transparently model the love of God and bring reconciliation to humanity. Succumbing to the devil’s offers would not allow this mission to be accomplished – thus the test. In order to affirm their new found belief, those at the end of the “Pre-Christian Way” go through a similar test.

			Three things are noteworthy about “Confessional Temptation.” First, the timing makes it directly related to the experience of saying “Yes” to God (through the acceptance of Jesus). Implicitly the question is asked, “Do you really believe what you say you believe?” As such, “Confessional Temptation” is a test. Tests are neither good nor bad; they are simply a mechanism to evaluate learning. However, they often feel a whole lot worse than that. Second, God’s Spirit initiates this spiritual test. Since God’s power is given with forgiveness and salvation, God tests how responsible the believer will be with the gift? Third, it’s a real test because the devil is in charge of its intensity. The demonic always brings to the minds of new believers what they might have to give up in order to follow God. Whether an attitude or an action, whatever a person had to surrender or change will be tested. They will be tempted to return to their former life (ill-chosen friends) or compromise what they need to do (stay out late on Saturday nights and miss Sunday worship). During this time of “Confessional Temptation” (unlike the intensity and duration of later spiritual trials), God is very close at hand. Words of instruction that counter the temptation are available if asked for. Comfort and “ministering to their needs” is close by. God does not want newly confirmed children to fail; just to make sure this is what they really want because the tasks ahead are difficult indeed without such clarity and commitment.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			

			The Purgative Way
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			People on the Purgative Way have started to be a follower of Christ. They want to know what is right and what is wrong – they need to know the difference and insert this discerned correctness into their lives. Accordingly, they are very dependent on structure and spiritually clear-cut guidance which is best received through connection with a spiritual community and/or mentor. Using the question, “What would Jesus do?” in order to discern the Christian right way from the worldly wrong way is a simple and effective although unsophisticated way to focus the Purgative Way’s tasks, which include:
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			Graphic 4: The Purgative Way commences the official Christian journey and includes purging sins and adopting Christian practices.

			PURGING OF SINS

			As a Christian, I believe that Jesus died to save me from my sins. However, at the moment that I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior, my personal sinful behaviors were not automatically all gone. I assume that neither did the sins of others suddenly halt. What does happen at the moment of confession/baptism is that God releases people from the consequences of their Sin – from eternal separation from God. Truly, when people receive Jesus as Savior, first and foremost, their “Sin” or separation from God is forgiven, removed and/or becomes no more – accordingly God establishes a relationship with the believer. The fact of this divine decree allows the possibility for all sinful attitudes and behaviors to be removed. In other words, believers’ sins are “in principle” forgiven; but “in fact” sinful actions and behaviors still remain until these new Christians, and sometimes long-term Christians, want their sins to be gone – and work toward that goal.

			“Purgative” refers to the purging of the negative from people’s life. It is about removing perpetual or habitual sins; and that takes time. Certainly, God “could” do that for people; but that would defeat God’s purpose – that people will voluntarily choose to return God’s love with a life lived that is appropriate to being part of God’s Holy Community.1 In other words, people need to eliminate perpetual sins from their life and replace them with godly behaviors and attitudes. And this, like any change or new habit, takes time. The Spirit of God, placed within believers at their confession of faith, gives new Christians the necessary power to root out the sins from their lives. Actually, God does the work if and only if people cooperate. So even after the Holy Spirit gives birth to new Christians, they still have sin-removal to accomplish, ethical/moral standards to adopt and spiritual basics to establish – moving toward a lifestyle that can be described as “basic trust” of God and God’s ways. These primary tasks of the Purgative Way often take many years to complete. The Purgative Way begins the process of Christian “Sanctification”2 or being set apart for the purpose of becoming Christ-like which is also called “discipleship” or “holiness” in some traditions. The New Testament says it this way, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”3 [Philippians 2:12b-13]

			The Purgative Way is a struggle. It takes strong consistent effort to effectively remove sin. Truly, God does this work but requires new Christians to will and to work for sin-removal to occur. Accordingly, Purgative Way Christians need to focus on God so that God will think on them. A very ancient hymn of the faith, “Lord Jesus Think on Me” is a favorite of mine for this part of the spiritual journey. The spiritual master, Synesius of Cyrene, around 430 AD, penned the words that were later put to music, which is simple and methodical – a song that could be sung all day because it would be hard to get out of one’s head. The structure is so basic that a contemporary musical sound could easily be composed. For the purging of sins and the remembering to do so:

			Lord Jesus, think on me

			And purge away my sin;

			From earthborn passions set me free

			And make me pure within.4

			The Purgative Way is like being on probationary status. The offenders’ sentences have been deferred and they are given a period of time to see if they can “stay out of trouble.” In other words, the Purgative Way is about whether people can move into a life as responsible “citizens of Heaven” and adopt a life style that reflects that way of living. Noteworthy is that God as the Righteous Judge is more patient and tolerant than those in the earthly legal system, who often assume that once a person has been “bad” they are doomed to get “worse.” The basic tools to use for this “sin-removal” process are confession, penance and repentance.5 God closely works with people to keep them moving along the Purgative Way; and when they get off the path, God provides “motivation” to keep people moving along.6 In fact, for confessed believers in Jesus Christ, sincere and serious work toward sin-removal guarantees that their sins will be totally removed – even if God has to do that for them after they have taken their last breath on earth.

			In order for new Christians to choose “sin removal” they need to know what is right and what is wrong; what is good and what is bad; what is black and what is white. Subtleties, complexities and options are not only unhelpful, but they are typically destructive to the process of spiritual growth for those on the Purgative Way. Working with these people means: being clear, precise, basic, fundamental and as black and white as possible. Listing all the sins that might be purged and how to do that is not within the scope of this book. However, the New Testament and other writers spend much time teaching that the “sins of the flesh” are bad and “life in the Spirit” is good.7

			So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law…Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.8 [Galatians 5:16-18, 24-26]

			This explicit dualism is helpful for those on the Purgative Way because it aids in stopping sins and adopting ethical/moral standards. Such rigid strictness will not be as helpful for those on the Illuminative Way; and those on the Unitive Way will not want to even be bothered debating which approach is best.

			When I was pastor of a congregation, I would occasionally be told, “Preacher, I haven’t heard you preach on ‘salvation’ lately.” Now, the sermon I just finished may have been about having the truth set a person free which is certainly about not lying and becoming redeemed by God’s truth, which includes the activity of God’s saving grace in a person’s life. However, what my congregant was really saying was, “I need repetition and reinforcement; I am on the Purgative Way and it is hard. I need the basic message of the Church regarding Jesus dying on the cross for the saving of my sins.... If I don’t get that, Preacher, I am going to waver off the side of the road.” So, I would soon deliver a more traditional gospel sermon because those on the Purgative Way need it for their spiritual health and wholeness.

			In addition, for those on the Purgative Way it does matter “who is in” and “who is out.” Jesus was clear that everyone would be judged and a division would be made between the sheep and goats,9 [Matthew 25:31-46] between those in the Holy Community (Kingdom) of God and those who were outside of it “wailing and gnashing of (their) teeth.”10 [Matthew 13:41-42, 49-50] Those who are making progress in the “tasks” of the Purgative Way are actually encouraged by references to where they could have been – separated from God. They were once in that condition and could return to it if they choose to. Accordingly, in order to continue in the right direction, they need to continue to adopt positive spiritual attitudes and actions. Those mature spiritual helpers who have moved farther down the faith pathway can affirm this black and white teaching and at the same time guard against making God a vindictive and judgmental tyrant.

			The first task for Purgative Way Christians is to purge their sinful attitudes, behaviors and concerns – the ABCs of faith. Clearly identifying what is good and what is bad is necessary to accomplish this undertaking. As a result, a new system of values will be initiated.
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The first road surface is analogous to a gravel or country road. It has sharp curves
and hills, is uneven and often full of pot holes. This road surface ends in road
construction that tests the resolve of everyone to continue the journey.

If travelers stay the course, the second road surfac is amazingly smooth, wide and
casy; and it takes travelers to all kinds of places fast. Near the end of this second
super highway road surface, travelers enter into a forever-long tunnel that has no
light 50 as to blind the trekkers and makes them feel despairingly lost

If hope is not lost, travelers emerge from the tunnel onto an exquisitely, very
familiar pathway \vlmh in time, reveals itself as the “road to grandma’s house.” At
this point, and all extemal circumstances are inconsequential
becamse the aveler are mpnmcd in delightful and loving memories and at the same
time in joyful anticipation of all that awaits them at that numinous location.
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