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Foreword


There are many books concerned with the inner life, but there are not many that combine real originality with intellectual integrity. Yet it is exactly this combination that Richard Foster has been able to produce. Steeped as he is in the devotional classics, the author has given us a careful study that may, itself, be valued for a long time. Though the present volume demonstrates indebtedness to the Classics, it is not a book about them; it represents, instead, genuinely original work.


What strikes us at once is the comprehensive character of the current undertaking. Many contemporary books deal with particular aspects of the inner life, but this one is different in that it deals with an astonishing variety of important topics, much of its freshness of treatment arising from its boldness. The author has undertaken to examine a wide spectrum of experience, from confession to simplicity of joy. Since the finished product is the outcome of wide reading and careful thinking, it is not the sort of book that can be dashed off quickly or cheaply.


The sources of insight are varied, the chief ones being the Holy Scriptures, and the recognised classics of devotion, but these are not the only fountains from which the author draws. The careful reader soon recognises a large indebtedness to secular thinkers as well. In view of the fact that the author is himself a Quaker, it is not surprising that the contributions of the classic Quaker writers are prominent. These include the works of George Fox, John Woolman, Hannah Whitall Smith, Thomas Kelly, and many more. The purpose here is not sectarian but genuinely ecumenical, since important insights ought never to be limited to the group from which they arise. What we are given, accordingly, is an example of the catholicity of sharing.


The treatment of simplicity is especially valuable, partly because it is not simple. Indeed the ten ‘controlling principles’ concerning simplicity, which are explained in Chapter 6, are themselves sufficient justification for the appearance of another book on the spiritual life. The ten principles enunciated, while rooted in ancient wisdom, are made astonishingly contemporary.


The author understands very well that the emphasis upon simplicity may itself become a snare. This is why he will not settle for anything so obvious as the adoption of a plain garb, though he can say tersely, ‘Hang the fashions. Buy only what you need.’ Here is a radical proposal which, if widely adopted, would be immensely liberating to people who are the victims of the advertisers, particularly those on television. A genuine cultural revolution would ensue if considerable numbers were to obey the trenchant command, ‘De-accumulate.’


The greatest problems of our time are not technological, for these we handle fairly well. They are not even political or economic, because the difficulties in these areas, glaring as they may be, are largely derivative. The greatest problems are moral and spiritual, and unless we can make some progress in these realms, we may not even survive. This is how advanced cultures have declined in the past. It is for this reason that I welcome a really mature work on the cultivation of the life of the spirit.


D. Elton Trueblood
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It has been ten years since Celebration of Discipline was first published. I still find it true that books are best written in community; the only difference now is that the community to which I am indebted is vastly larger. Over the years numerous persons have written to encourage, challenge, correct, and stimulate my thinking. In addition, many have talked with me in person about their own strivings, learnings, and growings. All of these people and more have taught me much about the spiritual life and have contributed to this revision.


I especially want to thank my wife, Carolynn, who over the years has taught me more about walking with God than words can express. The dedication of this book to her has even more relevance now than it did ten years ago. Also, I want to express my appreciation to my administrative associate, Lynda Graybeal, who has worked tirelessly on the many details of this revision.


As I revise Celebration, I am struck profoundly by the weakness of words. At best they are broken and fragmented witnesses to God’s truth. We do indeed see through a glass darkly. And yet I am struck even more profoundly by the fact that God can take something so inadequate, so imperfect, so foolish as words on paper and use them to transform lives. How this happens I do not know. It is a miracle of grace and points to the fact that, if there is anything in these pages that ministers life to you, it did not come from me. Soli Deo Gloria!


1998


Twenty years ago I wrote, ‘Books are best written in community.’ Ten years ago I reaffirmed that confessional statement, adding, ‘the only difference now is that the community to which I am indebted is vastly larger.’ So it is today, double and triple.


I would like, however, to add one difference now that was not true before: various ones of our ever-expanding community have since travelled through the Valley of the Shadow. They now live on the other side, overflowing, I have no doubt, with utter joy and complete fulfilment.


The first of these to travel this journey was Bess Bulgin. When I was writing Celebration, I met with Bess weekly, and she would critique my work. Bess was a poet and brought a poet’s eye to all that I wrote. More than just critique happened though: a friendship was forged, rich and abiding.


Then I moved. I did not know if Bess and I would ever meet again this side of the Valley. We did. We both sensed it would be our last time together and said so. We talked and reminisced. She shared a new poem with me. Then, with trembling voice, I read the closing paragraph from the final book of The Chronicles of Narnia to her: ‘but the things that began to happen after that were so great and beautiful that I cannot write them. And for us this is the end of all the stories, and we can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.’


I finished reading, and we sat together in perfect silence. Then I left, travelling back to my new home. Not long after Bess left too, travelling to her new home beyond the Valley of the Shadow.


Such loss is a reality we all must face at one time or another, perhaps many times over. Hear, then, these bracing words of Charles Wesley:





 


CELEBRATION OF DISCIPLINE


If DEATH my friend and me divide,
thou dost not, Lord, my sorrow chide,
or frown my tears to see;
restrained from passionate excess,
thou bidst me mourn in calm distress
for them that rest in thee.


I feel a strong immortal hope,
which bears my mournful spirit up
beneath its mountain load;
redeemed from death, and grief, and pain,
I soon shall find my friend again
within the arms of God.


Pass a few fleeting moments more
and death the blessing shall restore
which death has snatched away;
for me thou wilt the summons send,
and give me back my parted friend
in that eternal day.





Introduction


It is a wonder to me how God uses squiggles on paper to do his work in the hearts and minds of people. How are these squiggles transformed into letters and words and sentences and, finally, meaning? Oh, we may congratulate ourselves on knowing a little about the function of neurotransmitters in the brain or about how endorphin proteins affect learning and memory retention, but if we are honest, we know that thinking itself is a mystery. Doxology is the only appropriate response.


At this writing, it has been two decades since this particular set of squiggles, Celebration of Discipline, was first published. After the first decade, the publisher, no doubt puzzled by its longevity and popularity, wanted to celebrate this milestone, and asked me to revise the original text – which I was glad to do. And now, after a second decade, the puzzle continues. Somehow (who can ever explain how?) people continue to find help in their daily walk with God through the pages of this book. To celebrate this twentieth anniversary, the publisher has asked me to write an introduction, and, again, I am glad to comply. And perhaps in fulfilling their request it is appropriate to tell how the book you hold in your hands came into being.



SPIRITUAL BANKRUPTCY


Fresh out of seminary, I was ready to conquer the world. My first appointment was a small church in a thriving region of Southern California. ‘Here,’ I mused, ‘is my chance to show the denominational leadership, nay, the whole world, what I can do.’ Believe me, visions of far more than sugar plums were dancing in my head. I was sobered a bit when the former pastor, upon learning of my appointment, put his arm on my shoulder and said, ‘Well, Foster, it’s your turn to be in the desert!’ But the ‘sobering’ lasted only a moment. ‘This church will become a shining light set on a hill. The people will literally flood in.’ This I thought, and this I believed.


After three months or so I had given that tiny congregation everything I knew, and then some, and it had done them no good. I had nothing left to give. I was spiritually bankrupt and I knew it. So much for a ‘shining light on a hill.’


My problem was more than having something to say from Sunday to Sunday. My problem was that what I did say had no power to help people. I had no substance, no depth. The people were starving for a word from God, and I had nothing to give them. Nothing.


THREE CONVERGING INFLUENCES


In the wisdom of God, however, three influences were converging in that little church that would change the direction of my ministry, indeed, of my whole life. Together they would provide the depth and the substance I needed personally and the depth and the substance that, in time, would lead to the penning of Celebration. But that is running ahead of my story.


The first thing to happen was precipitated by an influx of genuinely needy people into our small congregation. They simply flowed in like streams after a thunderstorm. Oh, how they hungered for spiritual substance and, oh, how willing they were to do almost anything to find it. These were the castoffs of today’s fast-track culture – ‘the sat upon, spat upon, ratted on’ – and so their neediness was quite obvious. Just as obvious was my inability to give them substantive pastoral care.


This lack of any real spiritual density led me, almost instinctively, to the Devotional Masters of the Christian faith – Augustine of Hippo and Francis of Assisi and Julian of Norwich and so many others. Somehow I sensed that these ancient writers lived and breathed the spiritual substance these new friends in our little fellowship were seeking so desperately.


To be sure, I had encountered many of these writers in academic settings. But that was a detached, cerebral kind of reading. Now I read with different eyes, for daily I was working with heartbreaking, soul-crushing, gut-wrenching human need. These ‘saints’, as we sometimes call them, knew God in a way that I clearly did not. They experienced Jesus as the defining reality of their lives. They possessed a flaming vision of God that blinded them to all competing loyalties. They experienced life built on the Rock.


It hardly mattered who I read in those days – Brother Lawrence’s The Practice of the Presence of God, Teresa of Ávila’s Interior Castle, John Woolman’s Journal, A. W. Tozer’s The Knowledge of the Holy – they knew God in ways far beyond anything I had ever experienced. Or even wanted to experience! But as I continued to soak in the stories of these women and men who were aflame with the fire of divine love, I began desiring this kind of life for myself. And desiring led to seeking and seeking led to finding. And what I found settled me, deepened me, thickened me.


The second influence came from an individual in that tiny congregation, Dr Dallas Willard. A philosopher by profession, Dallas was well versed in the classics, and, at the same time, had an uncanny perception into the contemporary scene. He taught our fledgling little group: studies in Romans and Acts and the Sermon on the Mount and the Spiritual Disciplines and more. But regardless of the specific topic, he constantly drew us into the big picture. It was life-based teaching that always respected the classical sources and always sought to give them contemporary expression. Those teachings gave me the Weltanschauung, the worldview, upon which I could synthesise all my academic and biblical training.


But it wasn’t just the teaching, or at least it wasn’t teaching as we usually think of teaching. It was a heart-to-heart communication that went on between this world-class philosopher and that little ragtag band of Christ’s disciples. Dallas taught us right in the midst of our struggles, our hurts, our fears. He had descended with the mind into the heart and taught out of that deep centre.


Today, many years later, I still revel in the impact of those teaching/living/praying sessions. It was, of course, teaching-in-community. We were in each other’s homes – laughing together, weeping together, learning together, praying together. Some of the best teaching times grew out of the dynamic of those home settings where we might go late into the night – posing questions, debating issues, applying gospel truth to life’s circumstances. Dallas would move among us, teaching, always teaching. A spiritual charisma of teaching, I think. Teaching with wisdom. Teaching with passion. Teaching with heart. And always we experienced a sense of the numinous.


The third influence came initially from a Lutheran pastor, William Luther Vaswig. (With a name like ‘William Luther Vaswig’ how could he pastor anything but a Lutheran church?) Bill’s church, large and influential, overshadowed our tiny Quaker fellowship. But what drew me to Bill had nothing to do with ‘large’ or ‘influential’ or even ‘Lutheran.’ No, what I saw was someone thirsting for the things of God. So I sought him out. ‘Bill,’ I said, ‘you know more about prayer than I do. Would you teach me everything you know?’


Now, the way Bill taught me about prayer was by praying. Lively, honest, heartfelt, soul-searching, hilarious praying. As we did this, over time we began experiencing that ‘sweet sinking into Deity’ Madame Guyon speaks of. It, very honestly, had much the same feel and smell as the experiences I had been reading about in the Devotional Masters.


This movement into prayer was actually a two-pronged influence. My praying experiences with Bill were augmented by those of a wonderfully determined woman, Beth Shapiro, who was the head of the elders for our little fellowship. Beth was a nurse at a large hospital, and after working the night shift, she would come over to our church building in the early morning and we (Beth and I) would spend an hour or two praying for people. All kinds of people. People in our fellowship and people outside our fellowship. Whomever and whatever, Beth would want to pray for them.


Then we would often discuss issues of theology, of faith, of life. And whatever we talked about Beth tested out at the hospital. If we discussed the Bible’s teaching on ‘the laying on of hands,’ at work Beth would put her hands into the rubber gloves of an incubator and place them on a premature infant, praying silently and lovingly, and watch that little one increase in health and well-being. These were the kinds of things Beth would do, not just now and again, but repeatedly. Through Beth I learned the necessity of bringing spiritual realities into the press of raw humanity.


Now, these three influences converged in those days of my young pastoring, and the result was a quiet revolution, inside and out. And in our fellowship of needy seekers we were experimenting with everything we were learning. Those were heady days, for we sensed we were on to something of enormous significance. We were hammering out on the hard anvil of daily life all that appeared years later in Celebration of Discipline. But these influences by themselves did not move me into actual writing. More was needed.



THREE EMPOWERING CATALYSTS


This ‘more’ came in the form of three separate and quite different catalysts. The first came by the hand of Bill Cathers, a former missionary and a man of unusual discernment and wisdom. It happened in this way. Growing out of three days of fasting and praying, I felt a concern to call Bill and invite him to pray for me. That was the extent of my guidance, only that he pray for me; I had not the slightest idea what he should pray or even why. He agreed to come.


When Bill arrived, the very first thing he did was to begin confessing his sins to me. I sat there astonished. ‘What is he doing? He’s the spiritual sage.’ These were my inner thoughts, but I waited in silence. Finally, he finished, and I spoke over him those liberating words of 1 John 1:9, ‘If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’


Then Bill, looking right at me – and right through me – asked ever so quietly, ‘Now, do you still want me to pray for you?’ He had seen into my heart! He knew that I had put him high on a pedestal as some spiritual guru, and he was pulling all that down into a crumpled heap. Sobered by his discernment, I replied simply, ‘Yes, I do.’


He then laid his hands on me and prayed one of the deepest prayers I have ever received. The power of that prayer is still with me today. I cannot begin to convey to you the height and the depth, the length and the breadth of his prayer, but I will tell you one word he spoke – a power-filled word, a prophetic word. ‘I pray,’ he said, ‘for the hands of a writer.’


There it was. I had longed to write for years. But I had never told a living soul about this secret desiring. I was too shy to tell anyone. On that day I felt empowered for the ministry of writing, and while Celebration lay some years in the future, I did begin the necessary apprenticeship by writing numerous magazine articles.


The second catalyst was D. Elton Trueblood, a respected author of some thirty-six books. By now I was serving on an innovative pastoral team in the Pacific Northwest in what church-growth specialists call ‘the large church.’ It was a place where things seemed to go right no matter what I did. It was also a time for pondering lessons learned and considering whether they had broader application.


During this period I attended a national gathering of Quaker leaders among whom was Dr Trueblood. Following the conference, my co-worker Ron Woodward and I stayed a couple of extra days to do some sermon planning for the months ahead.


So it was that I happened upon Dr Trueblood in the hotel lobby. His genuine interest and kindness toward one totally unknown cannot be overstated. After a few moments of conversation, he turned to me abruptly and asked what book I was writing. The question came as a complete shock, and I stammered out something about not being ready for a booklength effort, but that I was writing several articles. ‘Hmmm,’ he mused. ‘Yes, that is fine. But soon you must write a book!’ The words carried such authority and weight and I could not get them out of my consciousness. He ‘spoke truth to power’ into me on that day.


Returning home, I dared to write to Trueblood, indicating that I did indeed have an idea for a book, and I enclosed a brief summary of what today is Celebration of Discipline. He wrote back a warm and encouraging response accompanied by one stern counsel: ‘Be certain that every chapter forces the reader into the next chapter.’ It was a counsel that did indeed inform the order of Celebration.


There was a third catalyst. While the other two experiences were sharp and dramatic, this final one was protracted and inconspicuous. It came from Ken and Doris Boyce, longtime friends who had stepped into something of a parenting role in my life after my own biological parents had passed through the Valley of the Shadow.


They helped in innumerable ways. When I was in graduate school, Doris (in those distant days before computers) typed many a term paper for me, including my doctoral dissertation. She was always careful to tell me how wonderful they all were – even the ones so technical that she had little idea what I was writing about.


Through the years Ken talked theology-in-the-marketplace with me, and illustrated it for me. Doris always encouraged me, perhaps to a fault. Both were always careful never to say too much about my writing, but always to reassure me in my writing. They cheered me on from the sidelines and believed in me when I could hardly believe in myself.


At one critical period, Ken and Doris let me use their motor home so that I could have uninterrupted space for writing. There I would sit, shaping ideas, crafting words, striking them out and re-shaping and re-crafting. I wrote the first pages of Celebration in that motor home in the driveway of Ken and Doris Boyce.


These three experiences catapulted me into writing. But writing is not publishing. Frankly, I knew nothing about the world of agents and editors, galleys and page proofs. To move from writing to book publishing took a series of events beyond my control.


THREE DIVINE PROVIDENCES


A writer’s conference was being held in nearby Portland, Oregon. Prior commitments made it impossible for me to attend, but I paid full tuition for the event solely for the opportunity of a ten-minute interview with a representative from Harper & Row. I knew Harpers to be a general house publisher with a sturdy religion division and a solid reputation for serious literature. One thing that I, quite fortunately, did not know was that it was unheard of for an unpublished writer to approach such a prestigious House.


Thus I met Roy M. Carlisle, religion editor for Harpers. Our time together went well, and he asked me to send him a full book proposal. I did so immediately and boldly stated in my cover letter, ‘This book is for all those who are disillusioned with the superficialities of modern culture, including modern religious culture.’


Mr Carlisle replied to my proposal in a timely fashion, and I shall always remember verbatim the opening sentence of his letter: ‘In a word we are wildly enthusiastic about your proposal.’ Of the more than seven hundred unsolicited manuscripts submitted to Harpers that year, mine was the only one accepted. Why, I could not imagine!


What I did not know was that a second providence was under way. At the very time I was in conversations with Mr Carlisle, Elton Trueblood sent my book summary, along with his hearty recommendation, to Clayton Carlson, Religion Publisher for Harper & Row. Elton had published all of his thirty-six books with the House of Harper and had a longstanding relationship with Mr Carlson. He, no doubt, opened doors that otherwise might have been closed to me. I knew nothing of this detail all these twenty-plus years, only recently learning about it from Mr Carlson. Trueblood never once mentioned it.


But there is more. With the acceptance of the book proposal, I was faced with a difficult dilemma. The responsibilities at the church demanded full attention: sermon preparation, hospital calls, counselling, and more. In addition, the publication deadline threw me into a panic. How could I do it? I, in fact, knew that I could not. So, what should I do? I was baffled. The only option I could imagine was to decide against writing the book.


At this critical juncture the wisdom of our team ministry approach proved itself. Ron Woodward, the head of our team, stepped forward in an act of sheer grace and self-sacrifice, volunteering to cover all preaching assignments until I finished the manuscript. Our elders too recognised this as a crucial opportunity. Thus, for the sake of the larger Christian community, they freed me from virtually all other pastoral responsibilities so I could devote my energies exclusively to writing. This I did, twelve to fifteen hours a day, for thirty-three days. To be sure, more work had to be done, but the basic structure of the book was completed in that concentrated period of writing. Never before or since have I had such complete freedom from all concerns and responsibilities, and it was to my mind an inspired and selfless act on the part of the church elders and Ron and the other team members. So it was that Celebration of Discipline came into being.


What then, I ask you, is this book really? Nothing but squiggles on paper. But through the grace of God it has been used, lo these twenty years, as an instrument for human transformation. For this I thank God. And what of its future? That I gladly leave in the hands of Divine Providence. Soli Deo Gloria.
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The Spiritual Disciplines:
Door to Liberation


I go through life as a transient on his way to eternity, made in the image of God but with that image debased, needing to be taught how to meditate, to worship, to think.


– Donald Coggan


Superficiality is the curse of our age. The doctrine of instant satisfaction is a primary spiritual problem. The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people.


The classical Disciplinesi of the spiritual life call us to move beyond surface living into the depths. They invite us to explore the inner caverns of the spiritual realm. They urge us to be the answer to a hollow world. John Woolman counsels, ‘It is good for thee to dwell deep, that thou mayest feel and understand the spirits of people.’1


We must not be led to believe that the Disciplines are only for spiritual giants and hence beyond our reach, or only for contemplatives who devote all their time to prayer and meditation. Far from it. God intends the Disciplines of the spiritual life to be for ordinary human beings: people who have jobs, who care for children, who wash dishes and mow lawns. In fact, the Disciplines are best exercised in the midst of our relationships with our husband or wife, our brothers and sisters, our friends and neighbours.


Neither should we think of the Spiritual Disciplines as some dull drudgery aimed at exterminating laughter from the face of the earth. Joy is the keynote of all the Disciplines. The purpose of the Disciplines is liberation from the stifling slavery to selfinterest and fear. When the inner spirit is liberated from all that weighs it down, it can hardly be described as dull drudgery. Singing, dancing, even shouting characterise the Disciplines of the spiritual life.


In one important sense, the Spiritual Disciplines are not hard.ii We need not be well advanced in matters of theology to practise the Disciplines. Recent converts – for that matter people who have yet to turn their lives over to Jesus Christ – can and should practise them. The primary requirement is a longing after God. ‘As a hart longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the Living God,’ writes the psalmist (Ps. 42:1, 2).


Beginners are welcome. I, too, am a beginner, even and especially after a number of years of practising every Discipline discussed in this book. As Thomas Merton says, ‘We do not want to be beginners. But let us be convinced of the fact that we will never be anything else but beginners, all our life!’2


Psalm 42:7 reads ‘Deep calls to deep.’ Perhaps somewhere in the subterranean chambers of your life you have heard the call to deeper, fuller living. You have become weary of frothy experiences and shallow teaching. Every now and then you have caught glimpses, hints of something more than you have known. Inwardly you long to launch out into the deep.


Those who have heard the distant call deep within and who desire to explore the world of the Spiritual Disciplines are immediately faced with two difficulties. The first is philosophic. The materialistic base of our age has become so pervasive that it has given people grave doubts about their ability to reach beyond the physical world. Many first-rate scientists have passed beyond such doubts, knowing that we cannot be confined to a spacetime box. But the average person is influenced by popular science, which is a generation behind the times and is prejudiced against the nonmaterial world.


It is hard to overstate how saturated we are with the mentality of popular science. Meditation, for example, if allowed at all, is not thought of as an encounter between a person and God, but as psychological manipulation. Usually people will tolerate a brief dabbling in the ‘inward journey,’ but then it is time to get on with real business in the real world. We need the courage to move beyond the prejudice of our age and affirm with our best scientists that more than the material world exists. In intellectual honesty, we should be willing to study and explore the spiritual life with all the rigour and determination we would give to any field of research.


The second difficulty is a practical one. We simply do not know how to go about exploring the inward life. This has not always been true. In the first century and earlier, it was not necessary to give instruction on how to ‘do’ the Disciplines of the spiritual life. The Bible called people to such Disciplines as fasting, prayer, worship, and celebration but gave almost no instruction about how to do them. The reason for this is easy to see. Those Disciplines were so frequently practised and such a part of the general culture that the ‘how to’ was common knowledge. Fasting, for example, was so common that no one had to ask what to eat before a fast, or how to break a fast, or how to avoid dizziness while fasting – everyone already knew.


This is not true of our generation. Today there is an abysmal ignorance of the most simple and practical aspects of nearly all the classic Spiritual Disciplines. Hence, any book written on the subject must provide practical instruction on precisely how we do the Disciplines. One word of caution, however, must be given at the outset: to know the mechanics does not mean that we are practising the Disciplines. The Spiritual Disciplines are an inward and spiritual reality, and the inner attitude of the heart is far more crucial than the mechanics for coming into the reality of the spiritual life.


In our enthusiasm to practise the Disciplines, we may fail to practise discipline. The life that is pleasing to God is not a series of religious duties. We have only one thing to do, namely, to experience a life of relationship and intimacy with God, ‘the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change’ (James 1:17).


THE SLAVERY OF INGRAINED HABITS


We are accustomed to thinking of sin as individual acts of disobedience to God. This is true enough as far as it goes, but Scripture goes much further.iii In Romans the apostle Paul frequently refers to sin as a condition that plagues the human race (i.e., Rom. 3:9–18). Sin as a condition works its way out through the ‘bodily members,’ that is, the ingrained habits of the body (Rom. 7:5ff.). And there is no slavery that can compare to the slavery of ingrained habits of sin.


Isaiah 57:20 says, ‘The wicked are like the tossing sea; for it cannot rest, and its waters toss up mire and dirt.’ The sea does not need to do anything special to produce mire and dirt; that is the result of its natural motions. This is also true of us when we are under the condition of sin. The natural motions of our lives produce mire and dirt. Sin is part of the internal structure of our lives. No special effort is needed to produce it. No wonder we feel trapped.


Our ordinary method of dealing with ingrained sin is to launch a frontal attack. We rely on our willpower and determination. Whatever may be the issue for us – anger, fear, bitterness, gluttony, pride, lust, substance abuse – we determine never to do it again; we pray against it, fight against it, set our will against it. But the struggle is all in vain, and we find ourselves once again morally bankrupt, or, worse yet, so proud of our external righteousness that ‘whitened sepulchres’ is a mild description of our condition. In his excellent little book entitled Freedom from Sinful Thoughts Heini Arnold writes, ‘We . . . want to make it quite clear that we cannot free and purify our own heart by exerting our own “will”.’3


In Colossians Paul lists some of the outward forms that people use to control sin: ‘touch not, taste not, handle not.’ He then adds that these things ‘have indeed a show of wisdom in will worship’ (Col. 2:20–23, KJV, [italics added]). ‘Will worship’ – what a telling phrase, and how descriptive of so much of our lives! The moment we feel we can succeed and attain victory over sin by the strength of our will alone is the moment we are worshiping the will. Isn’t it ironic that Paul looks at our most strenuous efforts in the spiritual walk and calls them idolatry, ‘will worship’?


Willpower will never succeed in dealing with the deeply ingrained habits of sin. Emmet Fox writes, ‘As soon as you resist mentally any undesirable or unwanted circumstance, you thereby endow it with more power – power which it will use against you, and you will have depleted your own resources to that exact extent.’4 Heini Arnold concludes, ‘As long as we think we can save ourselves by our own will power, we will only make the evil in us stronger than ever.’5 This same truth has been experienced by all the great writers of the devotional life from St Augustine to St Francis, from John Calvin to John Wesley, from Teresa of Ávila to Julian of Norwich.


‘Will worship’ may produce an outward show of success for a time, but in the cracks and crevices of our lives our deep inner condition will eventually be revealed. Jesus describes this condition when he speaks of the external righteousness of the Pharisees. ‘Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks . . . I tell you, on the day of judgment men will render account for every careless word they utter’ (Matt. 12:34–36, [italics added]). You see, by dint of will people can make a good showing for a time, but sooner or later there will come that unguarded moment when the ‘careless word’ will slip out to reveal the true condition of the heart. If we are full of compassion, it will be revealed; if we are full of bitterness, that also will be revealed.


It is not that we plan to be this way. We have no intention of exploding with anger or of parading a sticky arrogance, but when we are with people, what we are comes out. Though we may try with all our might to hide these things, we are betrayed by our eyes, our tongue, our chin, our hands, our whole body language. Willpower has no defence against the careless word, the unguarded moment. The will has the same deficiency as the law – it can deal only with externals. It is incapable of bringing about the necessary transformation of the inner spirit.


THE SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES OPEN THE DOOR


When we despair of gaining inner transformation through human powers of will and determination, we are open to a wonderful new realisation: inner righteousness is a gift from God to be graciously received. The needed change within us is God’s work, not ours. The demand is for an inside job, and only God can work from the inside. We cannot attain or earn this righteousness of the kingdom of God; it is a grace that is given.


In the book of Romans the apostle Paul goes to great lengths to show that righteousness is a gift of God.iv He uses the term thirty-five times in this epistle and each time insists that righteousness is unattained and unattainable through human effort. One of the clearest statements is Romans 5:17, ‘. . . those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness [shall] reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ [italics added].’ This teaching, of course, is found not only in Romans but throughout Scripture and stands as one of the cornerstones of the Christian faith.


The moment we grasp this breathtaking insight we are in danger of an error in the opposite direction. We are tempted to believe there is nothing we can do. If all human strivings end in moral bankruptcy (and having tried it, we know it is so), and if righteousness is a gracious gift from God (as the Bible clearly states), then is it not logical to conclude that we must wait for God to come and transform us? Strangely enough, the answer is no. The analysis is correct – human striving is insufficient and righteousness is a gift from God – but the conclusion is faulty. Happily there is something we can do. We do not need to be hung on the horns of the dilemma of either human works or idleness. God has given us the Disciplines of the spiritual life as a means of receiving his grace. The Disciplines allow us to place ourselves before God so that he can transform us.


The apostle Paul says, ‘he who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption; but he who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life’ (Gal. 6:8). Paul’s analogy is instructive. A farmer is helpless to grow grain; all he can do is provide the right conditions for the growing of grain. He cultivates the ground, he plants the seed, he waters the plants, and then the natural forces of the earth take over and up comes the grain. This is the way it is with the Spiritual Disciplines – they are a way of sowing to the Spirit. The Disciplines are God’s way of getting us into the ground; they put us where he can work within us and transform us. By themselves the Spiritual Disciplines can do nothing; they can only get us to the place where something can be done. They are God’s means of grace. The inner righteousness we seek is not something that is poured on our heads. God has ordained the Disciplines of the spiritual life as the means by which we place ourselves where he can bless us.


In this regard it would be proper to speak of ‘the path of disciplined grace.’ It is ‘grace’ because it is free; it is ‘disciplined’ because there is something for us to do. In The Cost of Discipleship Dietrich Bonhoeffer makes it clear that grace is free, but it is not cheap. The grace of God is unearned and unearnable, but if we ever expect to grow in grace, we must pay the price of a consciously chosen course of action which involves both individual and group life. Spiritual growth is the purpose of the Disciplines.


It might be helpful to visualise what we have been discussing. Picture a long, narrow ridge with a sheer drop-off on either side. The chasm to the right is the way of moral bankruptcy through human strivings for righteousness. Historically this has been called the heresy of moralism. The chasm to the left is moral bankruptcy through the absence of human strivings. This has been called the heresy of antinomianism. On the ridge there is a path, the Disciplines of the spiritual life. This path leads to the inner transformation and healing for which we seek. We must never veer off to the right or the left, but stay on the path. The path is fraught with severe difficulties, but also with incredible joys. As we travel on this path, the blessing of God will come upon us and reconstruct us into the image of Jesus Christ. We must always remember that the path does not produce the change; it only places us where the change can occur. This is the path of disciplined grace.


There is a saying in moral theology that ‘virtue is easy.’ But the maxim is true only to the extent that God’s gracious work has taken over our inner spirit and transformed the ingrained habit patterns of our lives. Until that is accomplished, virtue is hard, very hard indeed. We struggle to exhibit a loving and compassionate spirit, yet it is as if we are bringing something in from the outside. Then bubbling up from the inner depths is the one thing we did not want, a biting and bitter spirit. However, once we live and walk on the path of disciplined grace for a season, we will discover internal changes.


We do no more than receive a gift, yet we know the changes are real. We know they are real because we discover that the spirit of compassion we once found so hard to exhibit is now easy. In fact, to be full of bitterness would be the hard thing. Divine Love has slipped into our inner spirit and taken over our habit patterns. In the unguarded moments there is a spontaneous flow from the inner sanctuary of our lives of ‘love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control’ (Gal. 5:22, 23). There is no longer the tiring need to hide our inner selves from others. We do not have to work hard at being good and kind; we are good and kind. To refrain from being good and kind would be the hard work because goodness and kindness are part of our nature. Just as the natural motions of our lives once produced mire and dirt, now they produce ‘righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit’ (Rom. 14:17). Shakespeare observes that ‘The quality of mercy is not strained’ – nor are any of the virtues once they have taken over the personality.



THE WAY OF DEATH: TURNING THE DISCIPLINES INTO LAWS


The Spiritual Disciplines are intended for our good. They are meant to bring the abundance of God into our lives. It is possible, however, to turn them into another set of soul-killing laws. Lawbound Disciplines breathe death.


Jesus teaches that we must go beyond the righteousness of the scribes and the Pharisees (Matt. 5:20). Yet we need to see that their righteousness was no small thing. They were committed to following God in a way that many of us are not prepared to do. One factor, however, was always central to their righteousness: externalism. Their righteousness consisted in control over externals, often including the manipulation of others. The extent to which we have gone beyond the righteousness of the scribes and the Pharisees is seen in how much our lives demonstrate the internal work of God upon the heart. To be sure, this will have external results, but the work will be internal. It is easy in our zeal for the Spiritual Disciplines to turn them into the external righteousness of the scribes and the Pharisees.


When the Disciplines degenerate into law, they are used to manipulate and control people. We take explicit commands and use them to imprison others. Such a deterioration of the Spiritual Disciplines results in pride and fear. Pride takes over because we come to believe that we are the right kind of people. Fear takes over because we dread losing control.


If we are to progress in the spiritual walk so that the Disciplines are a blessing and not a curse, we must come to the place in our lives where we can lay down the everlasting burden of always needing to manage others. This drive, more than any single thing, will lead us to turn the Spiritual Disciplines into laws. Once we have made a law, we have an ‘externalism’ by which we judge who is measuring up and who is not. Without laws the Disciplines are primarily an internal work, and it is impossible to control an internal work. When we genuinely believe that inner transformation is God’s work and not ours, we can put to rest our passion to set others straight.


We must beware of how quickly we can latch on to this word or that word and turn it into a law. The moment we do so we qualify for Jesus’ stern pronouncement against the Pharisees: ‘They bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger’ (Matt. 23:4). In these matters we need the words of the apostle Paul embedded in our minds: ‘We deal not in the letter but in the Spirit. The letter of the Law leads to the death of the soul; the Spirit of God alone can give life to the soul’ (2 Cor. 3:6, Phillips).


As we enter the inner world of the Spiritual Disciplines, there will always be the danger of turning them into laws. But we are not left to our own human devices. Jesus Christ has promised to be our ever-present Teacher and Guide. His voice is not hard to hear. His direction is not hard to understand. If we are beginning to calcify what should always remain alive and growing, he will tell us. We can trust his teaching. If we are wandering off towards some wrong idea or unprofitable practice, he will guide us back. If we are willing to listen to the Heavenly Monitor, we will receive the instruction we need.


Our world is hungry for genuinely changed people. Leo Tolstoy observes, ‘Everybody thinks of changing humanity and nobody thinks of changing himself.’6 Let us be among those who believe that the inner transformation of our lives is a goal worthy of our best effort.


FOR STUDY


As you begin this study of the Christian Disciplines, there are several pitfalls that advance warning may help you to avoid. Briefly, I shall list seven – surely there are more!


The first pitfall is the temptation to turn the Disciplines into law. There is nothing like legalism to choke the heart and soul out of walking with God. The rigid person is not the disciplined person. Rigidity is the most certain sign that the Disciplines have gone to seed. The disciplined person can do what needs to be done when it needs to be done. The disciplined person can live in the appropriateness of the hour. The disciplined person can respond to the movings of divine grace like a floating balloon. Always remember that the Disciplines are perceptions into life, not regulations for controlling life.


The second pitfall is the failure to understand the social implications of the Disciplines. These are not a set of pious exercises for the devout, but a trumpet call to obedient living in a sin-racked world. They call us to wage peace in a world obsessed with war, to plead for justice in a world plagued with inequity, to stand with the poor and disinherited in a world that has forgotten its neighbour.


A third pitfall is to view the Disciplines as virtuous in themselves. In and of themselves the Disciplines have no virtue, possess no righteousness, contain no rectitude. It was this important truth that the Pharisees failed to see. The Disciplines place us before God; they do not give us Brownie points with God.


A fourth and similar pitfall is to centre on the Disciplines rather than on Christ. The Disciplines are for the purpose of realising a greater good. And that greater good is Christ Himself, who must always remain the focus of our attention and the end of our quest.


A fifth pitfall is the tendency to isolate and elevate one Discipline to the exclusion or neglect of the others. The Disciplines are like the fruit of the Spirit – they comprise a single reality. Sometimes we become intrigued with fasting, for example, and we begin to think of that single Discipline as comprising the whole picture. What is only one tree we see as the whole forest. This danger must be avoided at all costs. The Disciplines of the spiritual life are an organic unity, a single path.


The sixth pitfall is to think that the twelve Disciplines mentioned in Celebration somehow exhaust the means of God’s grace. I have no exhaustive list of the Christian Disciplines and as far as I know none exists, for who can confine the Spirit of God? Celebration is merely one attempt to compile those acts of devotion which the writers of Scripture and the Saints throughout the history of the Church have said were important in experiential faith. But Christ is greater than any attempt to describe His workings with His children. He cannot be confined to any system, no matter how worthy.


The seventh pitfall is the most dangerous. It is the temptation to study the Disciplines without experiencing them. To discuss the Disciplines in the abstract, to argue and debate their nature or validity – these we can do in comparative safety. But to step out into experience, this threatens us at the core of our being. And yet there is no other way. Prayerfully, slowly, perhaps with many fears and questions, we need to move into this adventurous life of the Spirit.


Daily Scripture Readings






	Sunday


	–  


	The longing to go deeper. Psalm 42







	Monday


	–  


	The slavery to ingrained habits. Psalm 51







	Tuesday


	–  


	The slavery to ingrained habits. Romans 7:13–25







	Wednesday


	–  


	The bankruptcy of outward righteousness. Philippians 3:1–16







	Thursday


	–  


	Sin in the bodily members. Proverbs 6:16–19







	Friday


	–  


	Sin in the bodily members. Romans 6:5–14







	Saturday


	–  


	The victory of Spiritual Discipline. Ephesians 6:10–20








Study Questions




 1 I say that ‘Superficiality is the curse of our age.’ If you tend to agree list several indicators in our culture that would illustrate this fact. If you tend to disagree list several indicators in society that would illustrate your conviction. Are there influences in our day that would cause Christian people to be more superficial than Christian folk of other centuries?


 2 I refer to the Disciplines discussed in this book as ‘classical’. What reason do I give for saying this? Critique my rationale – that is, do you agree or disagree?


 3 What is the purpose of the Spiritual Disciplines?


 4 What is a primary requirement to embarking on this journey? Are there things that would keep you from fulfilling this requirement?


 5 Consider carefully Heini Arnold’s statement, ‘We want to make it quite clear that we cannot free and purify our own heart by exerting our own will’. Does that ring true in your own experience?


 6 I indicate that those who desire to explore the world of the Spiritual Disciplines are faced with two difficulties. What is the ‘practical difficulty’? Can this be seen in your own life? What is the ‘philosophical difficulty’? How can this be seen in your own life?


 7 What do I mean by ‘disciplined grace’? What does the concept of ‘cheap grace’ mean? With which of these two types of grace are you most familiar?


 8 If you were walking on the narrow ledge of which I speak, which side would you fall from most often? Explain how this can be seen in your own life.


 9 As you read the book, consider what you feel are the most dangerous things about the book. (That is, what elements might lead people away from God, rather than to God?)


10 What struck you most forcefully in this chapter? Were there areas you disagreed with, or were unable to identify with, or perhaps found difficult to understand?






Suggestions for Further Reading



There is a wealth of literature on the Spiritual Disciplines, and the following represent some of the best works in the general field of the spiritual life. They provide an excellent background and framework out of which to study the Christian Disciplines.




Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, The Cost of Discipleship, London: SCM Press, 1964. This is the book that gave us the term ‘cheap grace’ and which so forcefully called us to a more costly form of discipleship.


Caussade, Jean-Pierre de, The Sacrament of the Present Moment, trans. by K. Muggeridge, London: Fount, 1981. Written by an eighteenth century French Jesuit; it is sheer delight to read.


Kelly, Thomas R., A Testament of Devotion, London: Quaker Home Service, 1979. I can count on one hand the twentieth century classics of devotion – this is one of them.


Kempis, Thomas À., The Imitation of Christ, trans. by E. M. Blaiklock, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1979. A new translation by E. M. Blaiklock adds fresh vitality to this undisputed leader of the classics of Christian devotion.


Law, William, A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life, ed. Halcyon Backhouse, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1987. An influential work on the Christian life by the person often called the greatest of the post-Reformation English mystics. Law was the leader of a small spiritual community and included among his disciples John and Charles Wesley.


Lawrence, Brother, The Practice of the Presence of God, trans. by E. M. Blaiklock, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1982. These simple letters and conversations by Nicholas Herman – Brother Lawrence – of France have inspired three centuries of Christians to live in more intimate communion with Christ.


Loyola, St Ignatius of, The Spiritual Exercises, ed. Robert Backhouse, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1989 (May). A programme of ‘spiritual exercises’, including examination of conscience, meditation and other methods of prayer, with guidelines on adaptation to individual needs and difficulties.


Peterson, Eugene, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, Basingstoke: Marshall Pickering, 1989 (March). Through a study of the ‘Songs of Ascents’ – Psalms 120–134 – Eugene Peterson helps Christians wrestle with many of the classic Spiritual Disciplines.


Richards, Lawrence O., A Practical Theology of Spirituality, Basingstoke: Marshall Pickering, 1988. A clear, fully biblical study of the theology of Spirituality, its inner reality and outward expression.


Sales, Francis de, An Introduction to the Devout Life, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1988. Much of this material is the result of counsel Francis gave to a single individual, Mme Louise Charmoisy, in the early seventeenth century. It covers a wide variety of spiritual matters for those seeking to deepen their devotional life.
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