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DEDICATED TO ALL THE WEARY ONES


A PRAYER FOR THIS BOOK, AND YOU, DEAR READER:




Lord of all heaven and earth, people and books,


May Your Spirit fill the words these pages hold.


May You give insight and wisdom to the reader.


Counteract anything written that is wrong.


Let only Your truth find entrance into their hearts and minds.


To those who hold this book in their hands, speak to them, as only You can.


Take my feeble attempt to encourage and equip your beloved children.


Radically open their eyes to Your invitation of an everyday, extraordinary life with You.


Fill my words with Your resurrection power in their minds and souls.


That they may know You more intimately, love You more deeply, and experience a greater fellowship with You all the days of their lives.



















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.
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INTRODUCTION


It should go without saying that I believe in the content of this book down to the marrow in my bones. I believe that we can all live our ordinary days of changing diapers, taking work calls, planning meals, cleaning kitchens, arguing with burgeoning lawyers (a.k.a. toddlers or teens), balancing the budget, juggling childcare, walking the dog, scrubbing crayon off the wall, sweating at the gym, handling difficult coworkers, managing school drop-offs and pick-ups, folding laundry, and more (phew! How can we do even more?!) while in constant connection with our Creator. We can experience spiritual growth amidst the circus we call living, and our ordinary days can truly add up to an extraordinary life.


And yet, I do not for one second wish you to think I’m somehow an expert in all of this. Just like you, I lose my temper with my kids. I get frustrated with my husband. I get tired of all the laundry, cleaning, meal prep, and booty wiping. I have hopes and dreams that I often surrender back to God out of fear that they’re selfish rather than holy. I do not spend hours a day studying scripture or on my knees in prayer. Frankly, I would love to do that, but I am not a monk or a nun. Instead, God gave me a husband, three children, a few part-time jobs, and several other plates to spin. This is the life He has given me, and so this is the life He expects me to commune with Him. He planted me here in this soil. Just as He has planted you in your own unique soil or situation. And make no mistake, He has cultivated and tilled the soil for the exact purpose of growing us into flourishing, fruit-bearing trees.


You may have heard the saying “Never trust a leader without a limp.”1 To be honest, there are days when I’m not sure I’m even standing upright enough to walk with a limp. I’m merely crawling. But the longer I walk or crawl with Christ, the more convinced I am that it’s not about being strong, independent, or seemingly having it all together. More than anything, God wants us to be totally and utterly dependent on Him. It’s in our weakness, our vulnerability, that He draws us to Him.


So, if I may, I’d like to offer you the most vulnerable version of myself. I’m not perfect, and I’m no expert, but if you want a friend to crawl with you shoulder to shoulder through the trenches of life and talk about Jesus along the way, I’m your girl. And the best part is: God goes with us. When we bring awareness to His presence, when we lean on Him for strength, when we ask Him which way to turn next, we transform more and more into who He created us to be—a reflection of His very self.


Finding Spiritual Growth While Serving as a Wife, Mom, Podcast Producer, Nonprofit Administrator, Maid, Chef, Personal Assistant, Chauffeur, Prison Guard, and FBI Negotiator


This story begins with a three-and-a-half-year-old, a two-year-old, and an infant. Yes, I’m tired just thinking about it. God gave me three babies in three and a half years, and I wouldn’t recommend it, but here we are. Still standing (or crawling, as we’ve already discussed).i


On this particular day, I had scheduled a photographer to meet us in our neighborhood for a thirty-minute session during which I expected to capture a still image of our newly minted family of five that could be slapped on a Christmas card and mailed to our two hundred closest friends.ii


I had meticulously planned our color-coordinated outfits days prior to this momentous occasion, but as any mom reading this will anticipate, no one wanted to wear the aforementioned outfits. As I combed and styled hair, there was weeping and gnashing of teeth. Even more tears gushed as my two-year-old argued, pleaded, and yelled that the shoes I was using my mama-bear, brute strength to cram his feet into were too small. There was screaming while the almost-always-happy baby would not be consoled with bottle, breast, or pacifier. Apparently she was in cahoots with her brothers and did not like her outfit, found it scratchy, needed tags cut out, or simply did not want to wear that shade of blue. Perhaps they had a meeting the night before and agreed in solidarity to take me down that morning.


Yet, I prevailed. Don’t you dare come between a mom and her Christmas card. Despite the chaos and emotional scarring that certainly took place, everyone was locked and loaded in our brand-new minivan, and we were finally set to pull out of the garage only a few minutes later than planned. Hallelujah! I envisioned the angels were applauding me from heaven, high-fiving one another for the assistance they no doubt gave.


The garage door opened, the van began to back out, and CRUNCH.


I won’t say who was driving the brand-new minivan (but it wasn’t me), and I definitely won’t mention the fact that they forgot to close the passenger sliding door. But when he (I mean—the anonymous driver) began to pull out of the garage, the brand-new minivan door and our garage door frame had a collision, and the minivan lost. And while I won’t go into detail, our brand-new—did I mention it was brand-new?!—minivan now had a brand-new, two-foot-wide gap where the door should have been.iii


I yelled words that were not praiseworthy.


As I write this years later, I can chuckle at the memory, but in the moment, I was absolutely not laughing. Amidst the anger and exhaustion, I remember thinking, This is the perfect illustration of what this entire season of life feels like. It’s chaos; there are too many moving parts, tears, accidents, and occasional expletives. There are such big feelings—of course from my kids, but also from me. I am spinning my wheels, trying so hard, yet I keep dropping plates that shatter on the floor. I’m tired, depleted, and busier than I want to be—but I can’t see a way to simplify things more. Change fewer diapers? Do less laundry? Feed the hangry people only two times a day?iv Everything is necessary.


I mean no disrespect to the Apostle Paul, who was thrown into prison, beaten, and shipwrecked multiple times, but when I read his words “We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed,”v I think, Same, brother.


And it’s not just me. These are the exact same sentiments I heard from more than two thousand women in a survey I conducted while in seminary. A majority—66 percent—said they often feel exhausted (physically, spiritually, emotionally, and/or mentally). The most common response to “What three words best describe this season of your life?” was busy or full (reported 793 times) and then challenging, hard, stressful, overwhelming, or chaotic (written 473 times).


But busy, challenging, hard, or even chaotic isn’t all bad. We have dreamed, prayed, and even begged God for a lot—if not all—of the things that we’re juggling: careers, marriages, kids, friendships, ministries, hobbies. While the majority of women said they were exhausted, the majority—another 66 percent—also said they were content with their lives.


So, we may be juggling a lot of things and living at maximum capacity, but we’re content because this is how we expect this season of life to be. It may be insane, but we’re making it, gosh darn it.


Interestingly, 65 percent of respondents said they were not satisfied with their spiritual lives. They want to prioritize spiritual growth; they want more discipline in their spiritual lives (and let’s face it, all other aspects of life), but when day-to-day life is so physically, emotionally, and mentally demanding, it’s hard to create space for spiritual growth. We may want to read the Bible, cultivate habits of prayer, or be reflective and intentional to keep a spiritual mindset throughout our day, but how can we do anything more when we are already burning the candle at both ends?


Prior to having children, I was very consistent when it came to spiritual disciplines. I read my Bible daily, had prayer journals I worked through, memorized scripture, and taught and led Bible studies. But after I became a mom, I struggled. I was so tired. I had a baby who didn’t sleep great and nursed throughout the night. I couldn’t drag myself out of bed even one minute before he woke up. So I said adios to my morning Bible study time. Even as I sat in a rocking chair nursing him, my brain was too tired and foggy to even think about connecting with God. Overnight, I went from having multiple daily rhythms that encouraged spiritual growth and connection to God to having nothing. My routine was so rocked by this tiny new human that I began to flounder spiritually. It wasn’t a crisis of faith, but I felt so distant from God. What once was a vital, vibrant foundation of my life had become an empty void.


Maybe it wasn’t a new baby for you, but I bet you resonate with the feelings of being at or over capacity. You’re exhausted; maybe you’re drowning. It’s not that you don’t have a lot of wonderful things in your life—things that bring you deep joy—but you’re still barely making it day to day. You prioritize the things that have to get done and put anything that seems like a luxury on the back burner. For women, I’ve noticed this often includes anything that pertains to our own health and wellness—working out, prioritizing good nutrition, sleeping well, pursuing friendships that feed our souls, and most importantly, practicing any kind of habits that foster our own spiritual growth.


We all know spiritual disciplines are important, but beyond some light Bible reading and occasional toss-up prayers, they only seem realistic for the professional Christian. When and how is a busy mom of three preschoolers, or a woman with a demanding career and personal life, supposed to carve out time for spiritual disciplines? When we’re already feeling overwhelmed and maxed out, how can we possibly add more to our overflowing plates?


We need to reframe our perspective on spiritual disciplines to see them as spiritual habits, no longer viewed as lofty, time-consuming, backbreaking practices but as small, continual habits, fueled by God’s Spirit. They aren’t just another task on our to-do list, but rhythms we grow to crave—simple, daily habits that turn our ordinary days into extraordinary lives through constant fellowship with Jesus. The last fifteen years of research in the field of habit formation are going to help us immensely with this. We’re going to look at how to create habits that really stick,vi as well as how small habits compound over time to create major change, and we’ll apply that knowledge to the practice of spiritual habits.


My intention for this book is to give you hope—hope that there is spiritual growth to be had amidst a chaotic life and a deep well of joy to be experienced by finding new rhythms and new ways to implement small, spiritual habits throughout your ordinary days. I want to remind you that it’s not only possible to prioritize your spiritual health, it is actually vital to your day-to-day survival. Prioritizing your spiritual growth isn’t a luxury, it’s a necessity.


By looking at habit-formation science, providing a brief overview of common spiritual disciplines, and engaging in a realistic conversation about what that practically looks like for the everyday woman, I want to show you how you’ve been invited to walk step-by-step with the Creator of the Universe as you go throughout your day. By walking closely with Him, your run-of-the-mill and even chaotic days are fertile soil for producing a spiritually deep and rich life.



Where We’re Going


Look, you’re busy. We’ve covered that. So, I’m not about to write a tome detailing every facet of behavioral science or a treatise on spiritual growth including every possible spiritual discipline we could be practicing.


In honor of your time, I have distilled the core elements of habit formation science down to one chapter. Chapter one will be an overview on spiritual growth and disciplines—what they are, what they’re not, and why we need to change our perspective on them. Chapter two will be everything we need to radically reframe the way we think about creating new habits—particularly when it comes to spiritual habits. Then, the following six chapters will zero in on a handful of spiritual habits I believe will be most helpful to you in your current season of life: biblical intake, prayer, solitude, thanksgiving and celebration, meaningful friendship, and practicing the presence of God.


We’ll get into this more at the end of chapter two, but after you’ve read chapters one and two, I want you to pick only one spiritual habit to focus on at first.


So, you may read the book in its entirety (and it’s my sincerest hope that you do) to get a lay of the land, and then decide which spiritual habit you want to apply first. Or you may decide to jump straight to chapter five because you need solitude in your life like queso needs chips. Regardless, I want you to feel the freedom to go where you’re most drawn, take your time, and start small.


Another idea that would make me happier than Ralphie getting his Red Ryder BB gun should you implement it: Grab a small group of women you enjoy and slowly read the book together. Meet once a month or every other week to discuss and implement one chapter at a time. Then just watch what God does!vii


But the bottom line when it comes to creating habits that last is that we have to start small, which means we’ll choose one spiritual habit, create one to three very small habits (which I call Seed Habits), and slowly build from there. My hope is that you choose to come back to this book over and over through the years as you think about how to implement dozens more Seed Habits. You’re going to see how these seemingly tiny habits cause major spiritual growth, and you’re going to want to come back for more.


Footnotes


i This feels like a good time to introduce my use of footnotes. There are many times throughout this book when I have more to say, but I’m aware that I’m including far too much detail for some readers. So, the footnotes will be here for those of you who want all—and I mean ALL—of my thoughts. But for those of you who don’t have time or can’t be bothered, feel free to just skip right over them.


ii Can we just pause here for a minute and talk about the insanity that is Christmas cards? I know some of y’all love them. According to you, Gary Chapman got the five love languages wrong because there are actually six, and the sixth is obviously Christmas cards. But y’all, why are we spending hundreds of dollars to mail a photo of our family to hundreds of our “closest” friends—many of whom we haven’t spoken to in over a year?! I just don’t get it. But I digress…


iii In total transparency, I need to tell you that my husband read this section and felt it vital I include the information that all three children were screaming bloody murder, hence why he did not realize the door was open (because he should have heard the beeps alerting him) and how what came to be, well, came to be. Also, whoops, didn’t mean to out him. Just pretend you didn’t read this!


iv Heck, just three times would be great. Why do they always want snacks?!


v 2 Corinthians 4:8–9, NIV


vi No more SMART goals, no more outcome-based goals, no more “go big or go home” mentality.


vii For a free small-group discussion guide: hannaseymour.com/ESH.




1 















CHAPTER ONE


The Practice of Spiritual Habits




“Your work is to rest in Me.”


—UNATTRIBUTED POEM QUOTED IN Hudson Taylor’s Spiritual Secret1




Visualize your favorite elderly woman. Maybe she’s someone you personally know—your grandma, a neighbor, or a woman at your church. Maybe she’s someone you know of, like Dolly Parton,i fashion icon Iris Apfel, or Maya Angelou. Maybe she’s a character from television or film—Maggie Smith’s Dowager Countess of Grantham in Downton Abbey or her Professor McGonagall in Harry Potter, or Grandma Annie in The Proposal, played by Betty White. Whoever she is, why is she your favorite? What draws you to her?


While I don’t know who you picked, I wonder if she’s anything like mine: She’s confident—she knows exactly who she is and makes no apologies for it. She’s sharp. She is wise and strategic. She has plenty of opinions and knows when to keep them to herself (though she rarely does) and when to share them. She is playful. Despite her age, there is still an element of youthfulness to her. Whether it’s a wink, a daredevil grin, or childlike joy, she refuses to become an old curmudgeon.ii She has a steadfastness and peace about her. She’s seen it all, heard the song, written the story, nothing surprises her, and she can still smile at the future. Maybe she’s just the sweetest, happiest, kindest, most caring, generous person you’ve ever met.


Now visualize yourself at ninety years old. Who are you? How will you be described?


As Christians, as people who profess Jesus as Lord and raise our hands to say, “Yep, me! I want to follow Jesus! I want to love Him wholeheartedly and be His hands and feet in this world! I want my life to overflow with His love!” we should be the most joyful, peaceful, confident, compassionate, loving, generous people on the planet—especially by the age of ninety.


But if we’re honest, most of us struggle with being all of those things now. We’re tired, we’re beaten, we’re worn, we’re scared, we’re stressed. Life is hard and our world often feels hopeless.


Yet this is where the Apostle Paul’s words give us hope. “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect” (Romans 12: 1–2). We have a choice. We can let the world conform us to its liking, or we can allow God to transform us into a new creation.iii


What sticks out to me about this verse is that it’s one or the other. Either the world is molding me into its image (it’s squeezing me, crushing me, taking what God intended and deforming it to make me unrecognizable from God’s good creation, and instead blend in with everybody else on earth), or God is transforming me into a woman (into His good, redeemed, beautiful creation) that I can’t become on my own strength or initiative. There’s no in between. So, the question the Apostle Paul leads us to ask is: Who or what is molding me? Is it our world—the media, your culture, your friends—molding you into a person motivated by fear and anxiety? Shaping you into someone who views others as enemies? Turning you into a worshiper of power and money? Is it your dysfunctional family circumstances that taught you a distorted version of love or made you feel unwanted and unworthy? Is it loneliness? Cancer? Heartbreak? Or is Jesus Himself molding you?


Something or someone is molding you, and the answer to that question forecasts who you will be and what you will be like when you’re ninety.


Jen Wilkin wrote, “We will not wake up ten years from now and find we have passively taken on the character of God.”2


While it is the complete work of God’s Spirit to transform us, we have a part to play in our own spiritual growth. We can’t sit on the couch and binge-watch Netflix for hours each night and expect God to do His part. We have to choose, in faithful obedience, to submit to His Spirit in our lives.


Dallas Willard, who in many ways is the “father” of spiritual formationiv in the twentieth and twenty-first century, said there are three essential elements (what he termed “the golden triangle”) to our individual spiritual growth: the practice of spiritual disciplines, the work of the Holy Spirit, and enduring trials and difficulties.3 As Willard points out, we see all three of these elements in successive order in Paul’s letter to the Philippian church:




Therefore, my dear friends… continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose. Do everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation. Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky as you hold firmly to the word of life (Philippians 2:12–16a, NIV).





When Paul speaks of “working out your salvation,” he is not suggesting that Christ’s death and resurrection weren’t enough. In fact, Paul makes it clear multiple times throughout his writings that it is by faith in Jesus alone that we are saved, not by anything we can do on our own merit.v Christ’s blood cleansed us from our sin problem,vi yet we still sin. While He removed our guilt and shame and made us right before God,vii He is also always at work slowly, caringly uprooting all kinds of sin in our hearts and minds and transforming us moment by moment to look more like Him.


So, we “work out our salvation” with deep reverence by continually choosing God’s way and not ours, by continually dying to self, by continually confessing our need for Jesus, and by making ourselves available to His Spirit to do as He pleases. How do we make ourselves available? We do this through the practice of spiritual disciplines.


Spiritual Habits


If you were raised in the church, you were likely taught that the way to be a good Christian—the way to follow Jesus—was to have a personal, daily quiet time.viii Quiet time meant, well, quietix for one, and also included Bible reading and prayer. You may have even been taught a certain time frame you should aim for—maybe thirty minutes or even an hour.


There were good intentions behind this messaging. Spiritual formation became a widely discussed and prioritized topic in the eighties. Churches were trying to make disciples, deepen people’s knowledge of scripture, and nurture a personal relationship with Christ. Reading your Bible is vital to your spiritual health. Prayer is a crucial component of living a life of faith. Regularly engaging in those habits is essential to our spiritual well-being.


The problem with this well-intentioned messaging was that it turned spiritual disciplines into a checklist—something we did to feel Christian, or to set ourselves apart from those who weren’t engaging in any spiritual disciplines, or even to judge our spiritual maturity. Then, as the ’80s and ’90s church kids grew up, it created a culture of guilty millennial moms who can’t figure out how on earth to have a daily “quiet time” when they’re unable to even shower or escape to the bathroom alone! (By the way, at what age do your children stop interrupting your personal potty time? Asking for a friend…)


So, where does that leave us? If the spiritual disciplines you were taught don’t seem to fit your current life—or maybe you’ve never even considered them—then what does it look like to grow spiritually in the soil where God has planted you? Let’s start by getting clear on what spiritual habits are and what they aren’t.


Spiritual Habits Are Not…


Spiritual habits are not a list of activities for us to check off so we can pat ourselves on the back or tell ourselves we’re being a good Christian. They do not, I repeat, do not measure spiritual maturity. You can spend an hour a day in the Bible, another hour on your knees in prayer, and the entire day fasting, but you can still be angry, bitter, unkind, and uncharitable. If you read the Bible for an hour but remember nothing, apply nothing, and forget you even opened it until the next morning, was it time with God or just time spent?


Spiritual habits are not, again, I repeat—this time in all caps—ARE NOT a way to curry favor with God.


By the time I was sixteen years old, I had been a practicing Christian for twelve years. I was the senior pastor’s firstborn child. By this point, I was practically a teenage expert at being a Christian. I was sitting at the kitchen island, sharing with my mom some disheartening mental and emotional issues I was wrestling with, when she stopped me.


“Hanna, do you know that there is nothing you can do that would make God love you more?”


Silence.


“Do you know there is nothing you can do that would make God love you less?”


More silence.


Slowly, my brain began to take it in. WHAT?! I knew God loved me like He loved the whole world (hello, John 3:16), but somewhere deep down I believed the lie that if I did more for Him—if I read my Bible, if I prayed regularly, if I led worship and Bible studies, if I told my friends about Jesus, if I participated in the annual forty-eight-hour fast our youth group did—then He’d love me more. I also believed the flip side of that coin: If I didn’t do all of those things, He’d love—or at least like—me less.


“Are you saying I could stop waking up early to read my Bible and God would still love me the same?”


“Yep.” She smiled, eyebrows raised.


Challenge accepted, Mom.


For the first time in my entire life, I didn’t read my Bible on a daily basis. In fact, I didn’t pick it up at all for months.


Practicing spiritual habits will not make God love you more. He will not like you more. You will not curry favor or gain His approval more by doing them.


He loves you because He is Love. We might think He loves us because He created us in His image or because He has adopted us as His children, and while both of those things are true, He loves you because that is the essence of who He is. He doesn’t love you because of who you are; He loves you because of who He is. In the same way, you have favor with God not because of anything you’ve done or could do, but because of what Jesus did on your behalf. Jesus essentially curried God’s favor on our behalf. He did for us what we could never do for ourselves.



Spiritual Habits Are…


Dozens of books have been written on the practice of spiritual disciplines. Pick up three and you’ll find eight different definitions.




“The Spiritual Disciplines are the means God uses to build in us an inner person that is characterized by peace and joy and freedom.”


—RICHARD FOSTER4






“The Spiritual Disciplines are the means God uses for producing in us the needed transformation of heart and mind and soul.”


—RICHARD FOSTER5






Spiritual Disciplines are “practices of heart, mind, and soul that place us before God.”


—RICHARD FOSTER6






“… they are opportunities for engaging with God.”


—SHE READS TRUTH7






“They are exercises which equip us to live fully and freely in the present reality of God—and God works with us, giving us grace as we learn and grow.”


—RENOVARÉ INSTITUTE8






They “are practices found in Scripture that promote spiritual growth.”


—DONALD WHITNEY9






“Think of the Spiritual Disciplines as ways by which we can spiritually place ourselves in the path of God’s grace and seek Him.”


—DONALD WHITNEY10




Here’s my definition: Spiritual habits are intentional practices that help us know and love God, sustain fellowship with Him, and shape us to reflect His character. The goal is not the habits themselves (and this is where we often get caught up); the goal is to be tethered to Jesus.


We practice spiritual habits as a way to put ourselves in a posture that allows Him to transform us. Spiritual habits help us live faithfully, no matter what our surrounding circumstances may be.


Too often, Christians believe that simply trying harder will make us more like Jesus, but that’s not how transformation happens. John Ortberg said it’s not by trying, but by training.11 When we practice spiritual habits, we are training. When we read verses like Philippians 4:6 that say “don’t be anxious” and think, Okay! I just need to stop being anxious. I need to try harder to battle anxiety—that is not the answer. Instead, regularly engaging in a variety of spiritual habits trains us and builds our spiritual muscles so that slowly but surely, anxiety no longer has a grip on us. We begin to experience peace and joy in place of worry or fear because we have been consistently spending time in the presence of Christ and have allowed His Spirit to transform us.


Spiritual Habits Help Us Know and Love God


When we open our Bibles and study God’s Word, the point is not to simply learn more about the Bible. The point is to grow in our knowledge and understanding of God. Who is He? What does He love? What does He hate? What does He desire for His people? What is His plan?


We don’t memorize scripture to keep track of how many verses we know. We memorize scripture so that the very Word of God is written deep down in our hearts. Spending time in prayer, solitude, practicing the Sabbath, pursuing community with other Christians—all of these spiritual disciplines help us know God more deeply and enjoy His presence more fully.


Since the beginning of time, God’s invitation to man and woman has been to know Him, enjoy Him, serve Him, worship Him, and love Him. You’re probably familiar with the New Testament story of the lawyer questioning Jesus on the greatest commandment:




Jesus replied, “You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment (Matthew 22:37–38).





John recorded Jesus explaining that the way we show our love of Him is by obeying Him,x but our love of God is what propels us to obey. Jesus doesn’t want obedience for the sake of obedience.xi He wants our hearts; He wants our love.


It’s no mistake that a frequently used analogy to describe our relationship with Christ is that of a bride and groom. God didn’t accidentally create man and woman to love each other and commit to loving each other for life. God created marriage.xii The Triune God, who is Love, loves us and created us to love Him and one another. This is not rocket science, but somehow we miss this.


So, how do we begin to love someone on a human level? We spend time with them; we get to know them; we enjoy being around them. We begin sharing our whole selves with them. We trust them. We respect them. We grow in love and then commit to loving them through the ups and downs of life.


In a similar way, this is how we grow our love and affection for God. Through the practice of spiritual habits, we get to know Him, spend time with Him, enjoy His presence, learn to trust Him, revere Him, and ultimately love Him more deeply and wholeheartedly.


Spiritual Habits Help Us Sustain Fellowship with Him


Throughout scripture, God identifies Himself as our Father and us as His children. While this metaphor can be tricky for those who had abusive, neglectful, or absent earthly fathers, for anyone who becomes a parent, that illustration becomes technicolor, high-definition, and surround-sound. We viscerally understand what it means for a parent to love their child, to raise, train, and discipline them, and to be partly responsible for their maturation into adults.


However, there is a breakdown in this analogy. As a mom, my goal is to eventually launch full-fledged, independent adults. If I do my job correctly, my children should grow up in age and maturity, progressively becoming less and less dependent on me. They will no longer need me to help them get dressed, brush their teeth, feed them, or drive them places. They will advance in their decision-making abilities, emotional regulation, and wisdom, and be able to live, function, and ultimately thrive without me.


Some may say, “Oh, but you always need your mom.” Well sure, in one sense, we all need our moms, but in reality, I will die someday, and more importantly, they need to be 100 percent capable of living a life apart from me in order to build their own lives, careers, and families.


But because we are children of God, God’s goal is not to launch independent adults. His aim is not for us to be any less dependent on Him than the first day we place our faith in Him. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. His desire is to actually increase our dependency on Him. He doesn’t want us to take one step throughout our day without Him. He doesn’t want us making decisions without His guidance. While I need to raise adult children who are completely capable without me, God desires the exact opposite for His children.


The most mature child of God is not stronger, more independent, or more put together. The wise, aged, seasoned child of God knows they cannot move one muscle without depending on Christ.xiii


The consistent practice of spiritual habits keeps us in that place. It reminds us of our need for Him and keeps us in constant fellowship with Him.


After my several-month hiatus of “quitting” my morning Bible reading and prayer time, I found an old, unused Bible study, Experiencing God by Henry Blackaby, and threw it in the front seat of my 1991 Chevy Corsica. For about a year, I had been battling depression (not even knowing what depression was) while desperately trying to maintain an appearance of having it all together. I would drive to school, parallel park by 6:30 a.m.,xiv and sob in my car until it was time to fix my face and slip into my first class before the bell rang fifty minutes later. I was exhausted; I was miserable, and I just didn’t know how to crawl out of it. But after I gave up my morning spiritual disciplines for the purpose of “pleasing God,” I eventually began to wonder if there was something in those abandoned morning habits that could sustain or even heal me. When I saw the title, Experiencing God, I thought: That’s exactly what I need. I need to experience God.


Little by little, day by day, God met me in that maroon-upholstered Corsica with pink fuzzy dice hanging from the mirror. I still wept for hours each week. I still ached down to my bones, but I began to meet a God who offered comfort, peace, compassion, love, and strength. I started understanding habits like Bible reading, meditation, silence, solitude, and prayer as a way to get to know Him, connect with Him, be sustained by Him, and ultimately comprehend His love for me and love Him in return.


Spiritual Habits, Ultimately, Shape Us to Reflect Jesus


The Apostle Paul wrote to his protégé, Timothy: “train yourself for godliness” (1 Timothy 4:7, ESV). Spiritual habits are a way we submit ourselves to training that will result in being like Jesus.


But what does it mean to be godly or be like Jesus? Certainly, the goal isn’t to become a first-century, Jewish thirty-year-old who travels around teaching the Torah in a mind-blowing way. Of course not.


God has created you uniquely—with your very own passions, proclivities, skills, and experiences. He has also placed you in your specific context—as macro as a woman in the twenty-first century in the Western world, down to the micro of your exact street address, the office building you sit in, the communities you’re part of—including your kids’ school or sports teams, your husband’s job, or your own interests. That is the context God has purposely planted you in, and that’s where He wants you to become like Him.


So, what does godliness look like? Our generation has a hard time with the words “holy” and “godly.” They’re Christian words that are overused and underexplained, and—let’s be honest—they sound boring! But perhaps our best picture of godliness is in the person of Jesus Christ—and being like Jesus is far from uneventful! Just think about His life on earth! Being set apart (which is what “holy” means) as children of God who get to shine like stars in a crooked generationxv sounds like a wild, adventure-filled life to me. Godliness and holiness just need a rebrand (a biblically rooted one) from the old, white-haired, stoic preacher we may picture.


Godliness looks like love and patience. It radiates kindness and humility but is not lacking in confidence. It’s a gentle spirit, possessing great compassion. It’s being quick to forgive and never holding grudges. It reflects abounding joy and peace that surpasses understanding. It chooses self-control and considers others’ interests as more important than its own. Godliness speaks truth in love and cares deeply for the “least of these”—the mistreated, oppressed, and marginalized. It is marked by a non-anxious spirit. It walks in wisdom and discernment, smiles at the future, and sees people as God sees them.


When we practice spiritual habits with the right motives and goals, we are preparing ourselves like a sailboat. We hoist the sails, adjust their angles, and place our hands on the wheel to steer the rudder, all in an effort to align ourselves with our only power source—the wind. And as God’s mighty Spirit fuels our meager efforts, we are able to move in the direction that He desires us to go.


Just as the sails and rudders are useless without the wind, spiritual habits themselves do not change us. They simply put us in a cooperating posture where transformation—by God’s power—can occur.


The Work of the Holy Spirit


This brings us to Dallas Willard’s second point of the golden triangle. Without the Spirit of God moving in and through us, spiritual habits are just Christian activities.


To pick back up in our Philippians 2 passage: “… for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.” His good purpose is for you to be like Jesus. In fact, earlier in chapter two, Paul says, “Have the same attitude as Jesus!” But don’t miss the key ingredient: It is God who works in you. Not your willpower or self-discipline, not because you do all the right things in all the right ways. It is God working in you.


The Apostle Peter tells us that the practice of any spiritual gift (and I’d argue any spiritual practice) is to be done by the strength God supplies.xvi


Inner transformation is God’s work, not ours, but we make ourselves available—we take on certain postures, we do certain things that allow Him access to our hearts, minds, and souls.


Forgive me if this isn’t couth, but a proper analogy for this is the creation of life. If you’ve ever tried to get pregnant, or walked alongside a friend who has, it doesn’t always just happen. You have to understand your cycle, know when you’re ovulating, make sure you aren’t using anything that could hinder those little swimmers getting to their goal. You must have sex at the very right time. I’m sure there are even more variables we could get into that we have control over, yet no matter how perfectly we work at making a baby, we don’t actually have the power to create life. Only God is in the life-making business.


And only God is in the business of transforming lives.


Trials And Tribulations


The last point of Willard’s triangle is “the faithful acceptance of everyday problems.” The faithful what?! I’m sorry, Dr. Willard, I am not sure I like this idea very much.


For most of us, when life gets hard or when trouble comes our way, the first prayer that we utter to God is: “Fix it, Jesus!” Am I wrong? We pray and ask and beg that God would just change it, solve it, get us out of this mess. If you’re like me, you also approach the Almighty God on His Throne with your best, most strategic ideas on how He could fix it. I’ve got plans for days, baby, that I have offered to God countless times, and frankly I’m still waiting for Him to use one of them!


Most of us move throughout life with the goal of being comfortable. We don’t want trials. We don’t want hardship. So, when those come our way, we send up our best prayers to convince God to remove us from the situation as quickly as possible. But God’s goal for us is to grow, not be comfortable. While He is the Great Comforter, He is not interested in us being comfortable.


What do you know about grapes? One of my favorite passages of Jesus’s teaching is found in John 15: “I am the vine; you are the branches. The one who remains in me—and I in him—bears much fruit, because apart from me you can accomplish nothing.”xvii


Did you know that the grapevine, grape cluster, and vineyard are some of the most frequently used symbols in the Bible for God’s chosen people—both Israel and the church—and His Kingdom? In fact, the people of Israel so closely identified with this symbol that at the entrance of the Holy Place in the Temple was a grapevine made of gold, with grape clusters the size of a man.12 Wealthy families would even bring gold (shaped in the form of tendrils, grapes, and leaves) to be added to the vine.13 This ornate design feature was a symbol of the nation of Israel, their connection to God, and His blessings of prosperity.


Grapes and vineyards were such a way of life for the cultures of the Ancient Near East and God’s people for centuries (and they still are!) that it just made good sense for the Spirit-inspired authors of the Bible and Jesus Himself to use them as a metaphor.


Why are we still talking about grapes, Hanna? Well, I’m so glad you asked.


When a veteran vinedresser goes to prepare a new plot of land for a vineyard, he digs up the soil and clears away some of the large stones, but he ensures there is a good distribution of pebbles, rock, flint, and gravel. It turns out that grapes need what you and I might determine to be horrible soil. In her book Chasing Vines, Beth Moore writes, “Rocks aren’t simply obstacles the vinedresser has to contend with; they’re something the grapes require in order to thrive.”14 If a grapevine is planted in rock-free soil and given all the sun and water she needs, she will inevitably grow larger and greener, but all she will produce are leaves. It is only when faced with a certain amount of hardship and struggle that the grapevine will actually produce grapes. Are you beginning to see why we’re talking about grapes?


Jamie Goode, a wine columnist with a PhD in plant biology, explains, “Making the vines struggle generally results in better quality grapes. It’s a bit like people. Place someone in a near-perfect environment, giving them every comfort and all that they could ever want to satisfy their physical needs, and it could have rather disastrous consequences for their personality and physique.”15


Since God is the Creator of vines and grapes, and He even calls Himself the Vinedresser,xviii we can be certain that God has more expertise than any earthly wine guy. Which means He is definitely going to give us rocky soil conditions to help us produce fruit. So, back to Dallas Willard’s golden triangle: A vital component of our spiritual maturity is our willingness to accept and endure the rocky soil that God gives us.


This is why James and Peter say we can rejoice when we face trials,xix and Paul says we can glory in our sufferings and even boast in our weaknesses.xx The Great Vinedresser gives His beloved vines rocky soil so that we might become beautiful, fruit-bearing branches.


Looking back to Philippians 2 one more time, enduring trials without grumbling or arguing is how we become blameless and pure and shine like stars in the sky. It’s through faithful endurance that we reflect God’s glory.


Think about it. When you are all comfy-cozy and everything is going right in your world, do you feel like you need God? Do you draw close to Him? Do you depend on Him? Not usually or perhaps never. But when things get hard—when a family member hurts us, when the doctor delivers bad news, when we get laid off, when we feel crushed by the weight of the world—it is then that we reach out for God, and whether we like it or not, that’s the soil He plants us in for our good and His glory.xxi


So, Who Shall We Become?




“Joy is the keynote of all the Disciplines,” because “the purpose of the Disciplines is liberation from the stifling slavery [of] self-interest and fear.”


—RICHARD FOSTER16




In Chasing Vines, Beth Moore paints a picture of the type of woman she wants to be in her last decade or two: “I want to age well and joyfully, keeping fiery faith and fiery love for Jesus, for the Scriptures, and for fellow human beings.”17


She goes on to surmise that it is fullness of the Holy Spirit that allows those with decaying bodies to maintain a joyful heart. “It [the fullness of the Spirit and their attentiveness to His presence] also seems to leave a permanent mark. Their faces are lined with kindness, and their eyes sparkle and easily fill with tears upon the mention of the name of Jesus.”18


When we practice spiritual habits a little at a time, day by day, year by year, the end result should be a ninety-year-old woman full of love, joy, and peace. She can be feisty and gentle, wise and hilarious, kind and candid. Our automatic nature is slowly transformed into someone who is quick to forgive, is slow to anger, has greater patience, isn’t easily ruffled, finds peace amidst turmoil, and exudes joy in all circumstances. We will not become her by our efforts alone, but by the grace of God and the work of His Spirit continually transforming us little by little, day by day, year by year.




God is doing the work… in our lives so that we might be brought into more intimacy with Him through the practice of the spiritual disciplines. And the joy of God, the presence of God, is the great reward in this process as we rely upon and depend upon His grace.”
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