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PREFACE




Spirituality is lived belief. When we pray, worship, or reach out to our neighbors, we live out our beliefs. Our beliefs structure our spirituality like skin stretched over the bones of our bodies. These beliefs start with faith in God the Father through Jesus Christ as revealed through the Holy Spirit in scripture, the church, and daily life. Our theology orders our beliefs. Without a coherent theology, we lose our identity in space and time having no map or compass to guide us on our way. In the end, we focus on ourselves, not God.




Christian spirituality accordingly starts with God, not with us. Like the woman Jesus cured of a spinal disfiguration, our only response can be to glorify God with songs of praise (Luke 13:13). This is why lasting Christian joy is experienced, not with recognizing Christ as savior, but with recognizing Christ as Lord. Spiritual disciplines and experiences are part of this spirituality, but they are not necessarily the focus (1 Cor 13:8).




This focus on what God has done begins in verse one of Genesis where God is pictured creating the heavens and the earth. What exactly have we done to deserve being created? Nothing. In fact, our first independent act was to sin. What exactly have we done to warrant forgiveness? Nothing. Christ died for our sins. The only meaningful response to these gifts of creation and salvation is praise.




The early church interpreted and summarized God’s revelations in the biblical text and early creeds. The catechisms were developed later to summarize key church doctrines. The Heidelberg Catechism, Luther’s catechism, and the Catholic catechism focus on three key statements of faith: The Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten Commandments (Chan 2006, 108). Not surprisingly, Sunday morning worship has for centuries focused on these three faith statements, often being memorized and put to music. The Heidelberg Catechism, for example, encourages a focus on worship and is itself divided into 52 sermon topics for weekly use.




The key spiritual discipline in the Christian faith naturally is Sunday morning worship. The worship service includes prayer, readings from scripture, the spoken word, the sacraments, music, statements of faith, and other expressions of faithful worship. In worship, music binds our hearts and minds. 




This worship experience is strengthened daily through personal devotions as well as devotions with our spouses, families, and other small groups. The original small group is the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—our template for healthy community. And when we take our spirituality into the work world, it too becomes an opportunity for worship.




The pages that follow discuss Christian spirituality in the form of daily devotions. Each topic is treated with a scriptural reference, reflection, prayer, and questions for discussion. When appropriate, references are provided for further study. The first four chapters (Introduction, Apostle’s Creed, Lord’s Prayer, and Ten Commandments) cover 40 days, making them suitable as a Lenten study. The entire study is 50 days, consistent with beginning a study on Easter and running through Pentecost.




My prayer is that this book will encourage readers both to understand Christian spirituality better and to nurture their walk with the Lord. There is no such thing as quality time with the Lord; there is only time. The living God speaks to us in many ways, but especially through scripture, and, having initiated a dialog, expects our response (Thielicke 1962, 34).

Hear the words; walk the steps; experience the joy!

∞

Heavenly Father,

I believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God, who died for our sins and was raised from the dead. Come into my life, help me to give up and grieve the sin in my life that separates me from God. Purify me from this sin, renew your Holy Spirit in me so that I do not continue to sin. Bring saints and a faithful Church into my life, which holds me honest to myself and draws me closer to you. Break all the chains that bind me to the past—be it pain or worry or severe temptation, so that I can freely welcome God the Father into my life, who through Christ Jesus can now and always close every gap and heal every suffering. In the beloved name of Jesus, amen.


INTRODUCTION




Why is Spirituality important?




Who is God?




Who are We?




What Should We Do?




Ħow do we Know?


Spirituality is lived belief (Chan 1998, 16). Even if we are not always fully aware of it, each of us has a theology we practice. When we insist on doing things our own way, for example, we deny God’s sovereignty over that portion of our life, creating a blind spot (Rom 9:18). If circumstances later force us to rethink what we have done, then we may find ourselves living out a theology we would not choose given more time to reflect.




A helpful framework for reflecting on our personal theology comes in the form of four questions taken from philosophy (Kreeft 2007, 6). These questions are:




1. Who is God? (metaphysics);

2. Who are we? (anthropology);

3. What should we do? (ethics); and 

4. How do we know? (epistemology).




In beginning our devotions we will focus on these questions and then return to them, from time to time, to see what we can learn.


DAY 1: Why is spirituality important?

Jesus said to him, I am the way, and the truth, and the life. 

No one comes to the Father except through me. (John 14:6)




Some questions defy pat answers: Who is God? Who am I? What must I do? How do I know?




At one point in world competition among marathon runners, Ethiopians ruled. The Kenyans had talent, but Ethiopians trained harder and trained better. Training at high altitudes built their strength; training as a team built their competitiveness.




Africans were not always allowed to compete in these games. The right to compete did not come all at once, but it started with efforts to abolish slavery. William Wilberforce, a devout Christian, spent most of his life leading the effort to abolish slavery in nineteenth century Great Britain. He later wrote about the need for spiritual training saying:




No one expects to attain the height of learning, or arts, or power, or wealth, or military glory, without vigorous resolution, and strenuous diligence, and steady perseverance. Yet we expect to be Christians without labor, study, or inquiry. (Wilberforce 2006, 5–6)




Wilberforce must have had me in mind. For years, I professed Christ as savior, but did not embrace him as Lord. My faith was incomplete. As I learned to apply the lordship of Christ to my life, I experienced a more sustained sense of Christian joy.




The content of faith is critical. “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Heb 11:1) If I have faith that eggshells are white, I have only defined eggshell color. But, if I have faith that Christ rose from the dead, my whole world changes—God exists and death no longer has the final word. The call to faith defines our identity in Christ (Bonhoeffer 1995, 94).




The idea of Christian faith has become unfashionable. The postmodern world we live in is often like the Sahara Desert where mountains of sand blow about daily. Direction in a world of shifting sand requires a surveyor’s marker that establishes location. Standing on a marker, a map shows both direction and distance. Without the marker, however, a map becomes a puzzle—like words without definitions—whose pieces have meaning only relative to one another. Scripture is our map; our marker is Jesus Christ (Benner 2002, 26).




The sun does not always shine; neither does it rain every day. Spirituality is living out what we know to be true on good days and bad.

∞

Almighty Father,

Thank you for the person of Jesus of Nazareth; who lived as a role model for sinners; who died as a ransom for sin; and whose resurrection gives us the hope of salvation. In the power of your Holy Spirit, inspire the words written and illumine the words read. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

∞

Questions



	What led you to study this book?

	How are physical and spiritual training similar?

	Who was William Wilberforce and why do we remember him?

	What is faith? Why does it matter what we believe?

	What uncertainties do you experience in life?

	Why is scripture like a map? How is Jesus like a marker?




DAY 2: Who is God?

The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. 

Day to day pours out speech, and night to night reveals knowledge. 

There is no speech, nor are there words, whose voice is not heard. (Ps 19:2-3)




When I was young, I wanted to be a pilot. I learned to read a map, work with a compass, and navigate by the stars in pursuit of my goal. The idea that God would use a star to guide the wise men to the baby Jesus fascinated me. Equally fascinating is how God reveals himself to us in the creation story. The Bible starts telling us that: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” (Gen 1:1) What do these simple words tell us about God?




The phrase—in the beginning—tells us that God is eternal. If creation has a beginning, then it must also have an end. This implies that creation is not eternal, but the God who created it must be. If our eternal God created time, both the beginning and the end, then everything God created belongs to God. Just as the potter is master over the pottery he makes, God is sovereign over creation (Jer 18:4-6). God did not win creation in an arm-wrestling match or buy it online or find it on the street, he created it—God is a worker (Whelchel 2012, 7).




God’s sovereignty is reinforced in the second half of the sentence when it says: God created the heavens and the earth. Here heaven and earth form a poetic construction called a merism. A merism is a literary device that can be compared to defining a line segment by referring to its end points. The expression—heaven and earth—therefore means that God created everything. Because he created everything, he is sovereign over creation; and sovereignty implies ownership.




So, from the first sentence in the Bible we know that God is eternal and he is sovereign. We also know that he is holy. Why? Are heaven and earth equal? No. Heaven is God’s residence. From the story of Moses’ encounter with God in the burning bush (Exod 3:5), we learn that any place where God is becomes holy in the sense of being set apart or sacred. Because God resides in heaven, it must be holy. Earth is not. Still, God created both and is sovereign over both (Rev 4:11).




Genesis paints two other important pictures of God.




The first picture arises in Genesis 1:2. Here the breath, or spirit of God, is pictured like a bird hovering over the waters. Hovering requires time and effort suggesting ongoing participation in and care for creation. The Bible speaks exhaustively about God’s provision for us. Breath translates as Holy Spirit in the original languages of the Bible, both Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek (New Testament).




The second picture appears in Genesis 2, which retells the story of creation in more personal terms. As a potter works with clay (Isa 64:8), God forms Adam and puts him in a garden. Then, he talks to Adam and directs him to give the animals names. And when Adam gets lonely, God creates Eve from Adam’s rib or side, a place close to his heart.




Genesis 1 and 2, accordingly, paint three pictures of God: 1. God as a mighty creator; 2. God who meticulously attends to his creation; and 3. God who walks with us like a friend. While the Trinity is not fully articulated in scripture until the New Testament, God’s self-disclosure as the Trinity appears from the beginning (Chan 1998, 41).




The Lord’s Prayer casts a new perspective on Genesis 1:1 when Jesus says: “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” (Matt 6:10) Because we are created in God’s image, we want our home to modeled after God’s.

∞

Heavenly Father,

We praise you for creating heaven and earth; for creating all that is, that was, and that is to come; for creating things seen and unseen. We praise you for sharing yourself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth; our role model in life, redeemer in death, and hope for the future. We praise you for the Holy Spirit, who is present with us showering us with spiritual gifts and sustaining all things. Open our hearts; illumine our minds; strengthen our hands in your service. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

∞

Questions



	What part of the creation story is most meaningful to you?

	How is merism helpful in understanding God’s nature? How does it differ from the idea of image?
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