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ABSTRACT 

WILLIAM JOHN BIGGER 
Spiritual Practices: A Strategy to Increase the Sensitivity of Briarcliff Baptist Church 
Members to God's Activity 
(Under the Direction of DR. DENISE MASSEY) 

Seeking to encourage spiritual depth and spiritual sensitivity among members of 

Briarcliff Baptist Church, this project thesis describes an effort to introduce a small group 

of church members to a series of four spiritual disciplines. The author affirms that such 

practices received much emphasis in early Baptist history and argues that the traditional 

emphasis on soul competency and the priesthood of the believer provide a natural context 

for a rediscovery of contemplative spiritual practices by contemporary Baptists. To 

facilitate this learning, this thesis project utilized small group learning along with 

individual meetings with the author of this project thesis to invite a group of eight 

individuals to explore the disciplines of lectio divina, centering prayer, journaling, and 

Sabbath keeping. 

The author developed a Spiritual Life Survey to measure the level of spiritual 

discipline and spiritual sensitivity among members of Briarcliff Baptist Church. 

Participants in the thesis project completed the survey both before and after the small 

group process in order to determine whether the thesis project had been effective in 

encouraging the integration of spiritual practices and attentiveness to God's ongoing 

presence and activity. The results of the Spiritual Life Survey as well as post-project 

x 
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interviews revealed that persons who had learned the disciplines of lectio divina, 

centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping through this thesis project did indeed 

demonstrate quantitative and qualitative improvement in their practice of spiritual 

disciplines and their spiritual sensitivity. Based on the results of this thesis project, the 

author suggests that introducing members to spiritual practices can be an effective means 

to encourage spiritual formation and attentiveness to the presence and movement of God. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE THESIS PROJECT 

Context 

Briarcliff Baptist Church is a warm and inclusive congregation in northeast 

Atlanta. Like many churches started on the edges of suburban growth in the 1950s and 

1960s, Briarcliff grew rapidly in the early years. As Atlanta's growth continued to move 

to new suburbs beyond 1-285, however, the church began a period of decline that has 

taken place gradually since the middle of the 1970s. While the church has continued to 

be active in ministry and to have strong programs available, the average attendance has 

been shrinking and the average age of the congregation has increased. In recent years, 

the membership has consisted primarily, though not exclusively, of senior adults - many 

of whom have been involved in the church for thirty or forty years. The church still 

shows signs of health and hope, though it faces financial challenges as the long-time 

members and faithful givers pass away. Furthermore, connecting to a changing 

community remains an ongoing challenge. 

Analysis of the congregation reveals several significant characteristics that affect 

the ministry of the church. The large number of senior adults creates a need for much 

pastoral ministry and the desire for senior adult programming. In addition, one of the 

genuine strengths of the congregation - and a growing niche that the church has in the 

community- is the diversity of the congregation. The membership includes people from 

1 
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at least fourteen different nationalities. The majority of the congregation remains 

Caucasian, but the presence of different ethnicities is a source of pride for the majority of 

church members. 

While the church family demonstrates great diversity, most parishioners are well 

educated. A high majority of the retired members worked in professional environments. 

Those who remain in the work force likewise are predominantly well-educated and work 

in professional jobs. These factors may contribute to the congregation's receptivity to 

new ministries and new approaches in worship. During the seven and a half years that 

current pastor and the author of this thesis, William John Bigger, has served at Briarcliff, 

the ministerial staff has introduced the church to new concepts like Ash Wednesday, 

Lent, and World Communion Sunday that have roots outside of Baptist traditions. The 

membership has responded positively, and most have appreciated the chance to explore 

practices from the broader Christian community. 

Like many Christians whose faith was nurtured within the Southern Baptist 

framework, however, most members of Briarcliff Baptist Church demonstrate greater 

comfort in active and outward expressions of faith than in a contemplative spirituality. 

As did Martha in Luke 10:38-42, many equate faithfulness with activity and keeping busy 

in the work of the church. Far fewer members exhibit any tendency toward following the 

example of Martha's sister, Mary, in sitting at the feet of Jesus in a contemplative posture 

or approach to faith. 

Though many members demonstrate a deep commitment to their faith and to the 

church, efforts to involve members in prayer groups and in events such as a Day of 

Prayer have been met by limited interest and response. Some admit that they have never 
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learned how to listen to God and acknowledge that they have never been provided 

with means or resources to develop sensitivity to the presence and movement of God in 

their own souls and in the world. Many members do not seem comfortable discussing the 

ways God is working in their lives or speaking to them. 

Amidst the many challenges facing a congregation in a changing urban 

community, the pastor, William John Bigger, became interested in spiritual formation 

personally and for congregations. He perceived a need to assist church members in 

addressing struggles with prayer and listening to God. He developed this project to 

address the perceived lack of comfort with contemplative or reflective approaches to faith 

by introducing a small group of members to a selection of spiritual practices. 

History and Background 

For churches like Briarcliff that were formed and shaped in the Southern Baptist 

tradition, discipleship efforts have generally produced loyal, hard-working church 

members who have a deep faith, but who generally remain uncomfortable when asked, 

"Where do you see God at work?" As is true of their tradition, Briarcliff Baptist Church 

has placed a great emphasis on Sunday School and Bible study that promotes Bible 

knowledge and applications of lessons learned to daily life. Very little emphasis has been 

devoted, however, to contemplative spiritual practices or disciplines that help individuals 

listen to God and nurture sensitivity to the activity of God's Spirit. 

During the tenure of the current pastor, several efforts have been made to 

introduce members to resources that provide instruction in contemplative spiritual 

disciplines that might enable people to listen more attentively to God. Most participants 

spoke very positively about a weekend prayer retreat held in the fall of 2004, but efforts 
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to involve members in subsequent prayer groups proved unsuccessful. Several small 

groups have participated in studies of Richard Foster's book, Celebration of Discipline: 

The Path to Spiritual Growth} One small group of church members studied the 

Companions in Christ materials that have been published by The Upper Room. The 

Companions in Christ study, in particular, provided an introduction to a variety of 

spiritual practices, but several of the members found that being introduced to a new 

spiritual practice every week left insufficient time to integrate each practice before a new 

one was introduced. 

Problem Statement 

The problem this study addresses is a perceived discomfort among members of 

Briarcliff Baptist Church in listening to God and being sensitive to the presence and 

movement of God in their lives. 

Research Hypothesis 

This thesis project introduced a selection of spiritual practices as a pastoral 

strategy for facilitating spiritual attentiveness in a group of church members. Through a 

thesis project design utilizing small group learning, individual meetings with the pastor, 

and a period of several weeks for personal integration of particular spiritual practices, the 

pastor introduced participants to spiritual resources that invited them to listen for God 

Richard J Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (San 
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998). 

2 Gerrit Scott Dawson, Adele Gonzalez, E. Glenn Hinson, Reuben P. Job, Marjorie J. 
Thompson, Wendy M. Wright, Companions in Christ: A Small Group Experience in 
Spiritual Formation: Participant's Book (Nashville: The Upper Room, 2001). 
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and reflect on ways they experience and see God at work. The hypothesis of this 

project was that the spiritual practices introduced will enable participants to become more 

aware of and responsive to the subtle working and calling of God in their lives. 

Methodology 

In the late summer and early fall of 2007, the author began recruiting eight church 

members to participate in a thirteen-week small group process. He used primarily 

personal invitations and conversations, but also offered verbal invitations in a deacons' 

meeting and several meetings involving the church leadership. Having been pastor of the 

congregation for more than seven years, the author personally approached members for 

the process based on personal perceptions of the members' readiness to engage 

contemplative spiritual practices. Several Briarcliff members that already demonstrated a 

comfort with and deep passion for the contemplative spiritual life were not chosen. 

Effort was made to recruit persons who demonstrated a hunger for more spiritual depth, 

but who had not yet done much personal exploration of the classic spiritual disciplines. 

The pastor made a conscious effort to identify and recruit participants so that the group 

had an equal number of males and females and included people of different ages. 

The author also developed a survey that asked members to respond anonymously 

and honestly to a series of questions about their spiritual practices and their comfort in 

listening to God in prayer, Bible study, and daily life. He distributed the survey on white 

paper to the congregation in several settings - including worship services, Sunday School 

classes, Wednesday night Prayer Meetings- in order to involve a high percentage of the 

See Appendix A for a copy of the survey. 
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active membership as survey respondents. The eight people who agreed to 

participate in the small group process were also asked to complete the survey. The group 

participants, however, were given a copy of the survey that was on green paper. No one 

was asked to put their name on their survey, but it was necessary to know which surveys 

were completed by the project group because they were going to be asked to complete the 

survey again after the project in order to determine whether any change or growth had 

occurred due to participation in the process. 

Between October 2007 and January 2008, the group studied four spiritual 

practices: spiritual reading {lectio divind), centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath 

keeping. The pastor had discovered personal value in the four practices and chose these 

disciplines, believing that these disciplines build naturally on each other and provide 

participants with a varying series of time-tested, historic practices that have proved 

helpful to efforts to listen and pay attention to God. There were four units during the 

process, each lasting three weeks and focusing on one of the chosen disciplines. In the 

first week of each unit, there was a group meeting in which all participants met together 

to be introduced to a new spiritual discipline. 

The three-week span between meetings gave participants time to read about and 

begin developing the discipline to which they had been introduced. During the second or 

third week of the unit, each participant met individually with the pastor so the pastor 

could listen to and offer spiritual guidance to each group member in a personal setting. 

Each participant was assigned another member of the group as an accountability partner. 

Partners were asked to contact each other at least once a week by phone or in person to 

discuss their experience of and progress with the spiritual discipline being studied. 
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The first gathering served as an introductory meeting and provided an 

opportunity for participants to get to know each other. Participants were asked to share a 

brief five to seven minute testimony about their spiritual lives and growth. The pastor 

also provided an introduction to the whole process. 

The following week, the group began the first unit with an introduction to the first 

practice, and each subsequent meeting included an introduction of another new practice. 

The first hour of these meetings was spent reviewing the participants' experiences with 

the previous discipline. During the second hour, the pastor discussed the new spiritual 

practice, taught the basics of the practice, assigned reading materials, and invited 

participants into an experiential time in which they practiced what was being learned. 

The readings were chosen by the pastor and were provided to each group member for 

their own study. 

After the completion of the fourth unit, all group members attended a retreat 

together. During the retreat, participants had opportunities both for group discussion and 

for silent prayer, reading, and meditation. They were encouraged to reflect on their 

overall learning and the ways they could continue to include the spiritual practices in 

their ongoing lives. They devoted significant time to silent prayer, reading, and reflection 

in a setting that provided an opportunity to experience the value of Sabbath keeping. 

Appendix B provides a more thorough and complete summary of the first group 
meeting as well as all subsequent meetings of this thesis project group. 

5 The readings assigned in each meeting are listed in the summary of each meeting 
found in Appendix B. 

Details about the retreat are also recorded in Appendix B. 
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At the end of the retreat, the leader again asked the participants to complete 

the survey which was administered to the whole congregation. Participants were asked to 

answer the questions in light of what they had experienced with the four spiritual 

practices. This time, the surveys were distributed on blue paper so that results from this 

second survey could be compared to the results of the test group prior to the process. The 

pastor then compared the pre-process results to those gathered after the group process in 

order to determine whether the project had produced any quantitative statistical change in 

the spiritual lives of the participants. 

The leader also developed a series of subjective questions and met individually 

with each participant for a focused interview during the week after the retreat. Answers 

to the interview questions helped reveal whether any qualitative change had occurred in 

o 

the spiritual lives of the participants. The pastor recorded each of these interviews as a 

resource for determining whether the project had been effective in helping the members 

grow more aware of and sensitive to God's presence in their lives. 

Assumptions and Limitations 

This thesis project began with an assumption that God is active in the world and 

that God desires to speak to all people and to draw people into a personal and intimate 

relationship. Similarly, this thesis project assumed that humanity has the capacity to hear 

God's still, small voice and to sense God's presence and activity. The author believes 

that prayer and Bible study are two primary means by which people may prepare to 

See Appendix I for a list of the questions used in the post-process interview. 
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receive God's self-revelation, but he acknowledges that there are numerous other 

spiritual disciplines that Christian believers have found helpful in discerning God's 

presence and hearing God's voice. 

Among the limitations confronting this study, the author recognized that any 

survey of individuals' spiritual lives may not yield fully honest answers. Though this 

survey was distributed and collected in a manner that assures anonymity, some 

respondents may not have been completely candid in discussing their spiritual lives and 

spiritual practices. Some might have claimed a greater level of faithfulness in prayer and 

Bible study than they actually practice. Others might have provided what they deemed to 

be "right answers" instead of honest responses. Though it appears from the results that 

most respondents were genuine and honest, no amount of effort to ask for honesty by 

survey participants could guarantee that all persons were truthful in their answers. 

Furthermore, the author's interest in this study topic arose because he perceived 

that many Briarcliff Baptist Church members were uncomfortable talking openly about 

God's activity in their lives. While he assumed that struggles to speak authentically of 

God's presence reveal a lack of spiritual sensitivity to God, he acknowledges that for 

some people, the difficulty may be caused more by language issues than spiritual 

struggles. Some may find human language insufficient to capture or describe their 

experiences with God while others may simply not be comfortable talking about deeply 

personal issues. For still others, the cultural discomfort with "God talk" may be the 

See Appendix J for a summary of the answers provided by the participants to each 
of the questions in the post-process interview. 
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primary cause of their hesitation to speak of God's activity or presence in their 

lives. Such dynamics were, however, beyond the scope of this thesis project and have not 

been addressed within this project thesis. 

The author recognizes also that a small group consisting of only eight participants 

does not produce sufficient data to develop adequate scientific conclusions. Because the 

project involved regular individual meetings between the pastor/author with each member 

of the small group process, however, a larger number of participants would have required 

more time and commitment than was feasible. A group of twelve would certainly have 

produced, for example, a better basis for drawing conclusions, but the ministry context of 

the pastor would have made it difficult to make time for individual meetings with that 

many participants every three weeks. 

In addition, the author recognizes that any differences discovered between the 

pre-test and the post-test for the small group participants may be the result of the small 

group experience and not simply the introduction of the spiritual disciplines. Attempting 

to develop two small groups - one which was introduced to the spiritual disciplines and 

another which would serve as a comparison group- was beyond the scope of this study. 

During a post-process interview, the author did ask a question that invited each 

participant to reflect on whether his or her spiritual growth resulted primarily from the 

spiritual disciplines or from the small group sharing. Even then, though, any attempt to 

quantify the impact of the spiritual practices remained difficult or impossible to ascertain. 

Finally, the author makes no claim that the lessons learned in this study will have 

universal application. He acknowledges that this project will be addressing only the 

spirituality of a select group of people who have roots in the Southern Baptist tradition. 
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The small group process focused only on four spiritual practices and occurred 

within a specific cultural context. While it is the author's hope that the results of this 

study will be helpful or applicable in other congregations, the results address only the 

learning from this specific, narrow context. 

Overview of Chapter Content 

Chapter 1 

This first chapter provides an introduction to the thesis project and the rationale 

for it. Perceptions about the need for such a project at Briarcliff Baptist Church are 

provided along with a subjective analysis of the spiritual status of the congregation. Key 

terms such as spiritual formation, contemplative, soul competency, and priesthood of the 

believer are defined. In addition, this chapter introduces the goals, methodology, and 

limitations of the thesis project. 

Chapter 2 

Chapter two introduces the biblical, historical, and theological foundations for the 

thesis project, particularly within Baptist tradition. Biblically, the story of Mary and 

Martha in Luke 10:38-42 provides a contrast between the active and contemplative 

approaches to spirituality. In encouraging a balance between active and contemplative 

spirituality, the chapter also highlights the biblical teachings about God's initiative in 

seeking relationship with humanity, humanity's failure to recognize God's presence 

because of sin, and the example of Jesus. It also outlines the implications of the biblical 

teaching for those seeking to pay attention to spiritual formation. 

Historically, Baptist roots can be traced to the Puritans and radical Anabaptists of 

the Reformation. The spirituality of the Puritans reclaimed some of the contemplative 
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traditions of the medieval church and placed a great emphasis on prayer and Bible 

study. Though revivalism in the United States shifted the Baptist focus to a more 

pragmatic spirituality, the contemplative roots are present within the history of Baptists 

and are appropriately being rediscovered by some Baptists today, especially among 

leaders and churches affiliated with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship. 

Theologically, the traditional Baptist emphases on soul competency and 

priesthood of the believer offer a natural framework for the rediscovery of contemplative 

spiritual practices. Unfortunately, many contemporary Baptists lack sufficient 

understanding of these theological principles. A rediscovery of these principles, 

however, can create a solid and thoroughly Baptist theological foundation for a growing 

balance between an active and contemplative spirituality. 

Chapter 3 

This chapter introduces each of the spiritual disciplines that were presented to and 

studied by the small group of participants: lectio divina, centering prayer, journaling and 

Sabbath keeping. This material served as the foundation for the didactic element of the 

small group meetings. An overview is provided for each of the spiritual practices, and 

the potential value of each is discussed. In addition, this chapter includes practical ideas 

or suggestions for those seeking to integrate each practice into daily life. 

Chapter 4 

The fourth chapter presents quantitative results as a means of examining the 

effectiveness of this thesis project. The findings of the survey are evaluated, and the 

strengths and limitations of the survey instrument are acknowledged. The data gathered 

from the congregational survey is analyzed to show where Briarcliff Baptist Church 
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members demonstrate both strengths and weaknesses in their spiritual lives and 

practice of spiritual disciplines. The information gathered from the preliminary survey of 

the thesis project participants is also compared to and contrasted with survey of those 

same members that was taken after the thesis project was completed. 

Chapter 5 

The fifth and final chapter summarizes and evaluates the impact of the thesis 

project in encouraging and facilitating spiritual sensitivity among the participants. Based 

on the learning gained through the process and as a result of the post-process interviews, 

conclusions are presented about the impact of spiritual practices as a strategy for helping 

members develop a greater spiritual sensitivity to God's activity. The chapter also 

discusses ways that the lessons learned can impact future efforts to teach spiritual 

practices within Briarcliff Baptist Church and within the broader moderate Baptist church 

context. 

Terms and Definitions 

Several terms and phrases that are central to this thesis project require 

clarification and definition. Because the terms are unfamiliar in many Baptist 

congregations, it becomes vital to define and clarify what is meant by spiritual formation, 

contemplative, soul competency, and priesthood of the believer. The appellation spiritual 

formation has become a far more popular concept in recent years in many Protestant 

circles, including Baptists associated with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship. Though 

there are a variety of definitions, Robert Mulholland Jr. suggests that "Christian spiritual 
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formation is the process of being conformed to the image of Christ."9 In essence, 

this process shares much in common with what Baptists have traditionally described as 

discipleship, though those who prefer to speak of spiritual formation generally advocate 

the need to include contemplative practices along with the active spirituality that is 

emphasized in most Baptist traditions. 

While the term contemplative has a rich history, for the purposes of this study, the 

term is used as an adjective that refers to spiritual practices that nurture or encourage a 

posture of listening to God. It is a term used often by those who seek and practice a more 

reflective and mysterious approach to God. For those seeking such an approach to God, 

spiritual practices or spiritual disciplines refer to "habitual patterns of behavior"10 -

specifically in prayer and Bible study and often journaling and Sabbath keeping- that 

nurture an ability to listen for God and pay attention to God's activity. 

Though the concepts of soul competency and priesthood of the believers are 

central tenets in traditional Baptist theology, the laity in most Baptist congregations do 

not have a clear understanding of their meaning or significance. Soul competency, also 

known as soul freedom, refers to the "historic Baptist affirmation of the inalienable right 

and responsibility of every person to deal with God without the imposition of creed, the 

interference of clergy, or the intervention of civil government."1' This tenet affirms that 

M. Robert Mulholland Jr. Shaped by the Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual 
Formation, rev. ed. (Nashville: The Upper Room, 2000), 25. 

10 Bradley P. Holt, Thirsty for God: A Brief History of Christian Spirituality 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 22. 

Walter B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms (Macon: Smyth 
and Helwys Publishing, Inc., 1993), 23. 



15 

every individual believer has the ability and responsibility to nurture his or her own 

relationship with God. 

The Baptist notion of the priesthood of the believers is not very different from the 

way most Protestants understand it and includes an element that is much like the notion 

of soul competency; that is, the freedom of all believers to gain access to God.12 Another 

vital aspect of the priesthood of the believers includes, however, the notion that every 

13 

Christian is also a minister who can serve God, the world, and other individuals. This 

two-pronged definition affirms that Christians do not need an intermediary in order to 

gain access to the presence of God. At the same time, it speaks of the ability of every 

believer- and not just members of the clergy - to function as a minister to others and to 

help others in the process of discipleship. In this sense, along with the doctrine of soul 

competency, the priesthood of the believers provides potentially an excellent foundation 

for a Baptist rediscovery of the disciplines or practices that nurture spiritual formation 

within a framework of Christian friendships and relationships. 

1 7 

Gary A. Furr, "Spiritual Guidance in the Baptist Tradition," Presence: A Journal of 
Spiritual Directors International 5:3 (September 1999): 33. 

3 Bill J. Leonard, Baptist Ways: A History (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 2003), 7. 



CHAPTER 2 

BIBLICAL, HISTORICAL, AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Introduction 

In each of the three Baptist churches I have served as pastor, I have found 

members who proudly announced that they were added to the Baptist Cradle Roll on the 

day they were born. Though I cannot claim that my Baptist roots go back to infancy, my 

spiritual pilgrimage began in earnest within Baptist churches, and my understanding of 

the Christian faith has been shaped greatly by my Baptist context. Because of the efforts 

of Baptist preachers, youth ministers, and Sunday School teachers beginning in my high 

school years, I learned the importance of daily Bible reading, prayer, worship attendance, 

tithing, and Christian behavior. As I reflect on my spiritual journey and my experience 

with a wide variety of Baptists, I realize that I am not alone. Most Baptists have placed a 

tremendous emphasis on discipleship. With a strong emphasis on the importance of 

Sunday School for all ages as well as programs emphasizing discipleship training, Baptist 

church members have generally heard often about the need for spiritual growth and have 

been given many opportunities to mature spiritually. 

As I began discovering the broader Christian community during my seminary 

studies and my ministry, however, I discovered much language that was unfamiliar to me 

and to my fellow Baptists. The language of spiritual formation, spiritual guidance, 

contemplative prayer and spiritual reading was not used in the Baptist environments 

16 
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where I was shaped. Even though these concepts are being rediscovered by increasing 

numbers of pastors, seminarians, and denomination-level staff in moderate Baptist life, 

many Baptist laypeople still find themselves very unclear about what such terms mean. 

I would argue, however, that given the culture's growing interest in spirituality, a 

rediscovery of the traditional practices of spiritual formation can nurture spiritual depth 

among church members and help congregations connect to the interests of the broader 

community. Spiritual disciplines, contemplative practices, and the concept of spiritual 

friendship provide a valuable resource for the church and especially for Baptist 

congregations. Furthermore, given the historic Baptist emphasis on soul competency and 

the priesthood of the believers, the Baptist tradition offers a natural and appropriate 

context for a reclaiming of ancient practices that nurture spiritual formation. 

Acknowledging that this paper cannot adequately address the whole realm of 

Baptist identity and history, I am using the term Baptist to refer to the tradition embodied 

by the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship as it has developed in recent years out of the 

Southern Baptist Convention. There are certainly many other Baptist groups within the 

United States and around the world. Though I believe that much of what I will be 

addressing can be applied to other Baptist bodies and denominations, I am restricting my 

focus to the traditions that have shaped my own faith development. 

Biblical Foundations 

From their earliest days, Baptists have emphasized the centrality and authority of 

Scripture. According to Gary Furr, these first Baptists "articulated their theology over 

against the Quakers on one hand, who emphasized the radical authority of personal 

experience, and the Anglican church on the other, where biblical authority was 
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supplemented by creeds and ecclesiastical authority. Like other groups that developed 

within the context of the Protestant Reformation, Baptist spirituality has focused on the 

Bible as the primary and sufficient source of guidance. Glenn Hinson suggests, 

It would not be inaccurate to say that the Bible has been the chief Baptist 
'sacrament,' that is, the chief means through which Baptists experience God's 
grace. Generation after generation has pored over the Scriptures searching for a 
word from the Lord . . . . Baptists vary considerably in educational programs 
using the Bible, but without exception Baptists major in the Bible. 

Given this emphasis on the Scriptures as the authority for divine guidance, any effort to 

reintroduce Baptists to spiritual practices that are drawn from the broader, historic 

Christian community must demonstrate the biblical foundations of such disciplines. 

Need for Balance 

The contrast made in Luke's Gospel between two sisters - Martha and Mary — 

provides a beginning point for attempts to introduce a more contemplative balance into 

the active spirituality of many Baptist Christians. Luke 10:38-423 describes a visit of 

Jesus to the home of these two sisters and describes a distinct difference in the responses 

of the two women. While Martha busies herself fulfilling the role of a perfect hostess, 

Mary breaks social and gender barriers by sitting at the feet of Jesus and listening to Jesus 

teach. When Martha complains, Jesus surprises Martha by praising Mary, noting, 

"Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only 

1 Gary A. Furr, "Spiritual Guidance in the Baptist Tradition," Presence: the Journal 
of Spiritual Directors International 5:3 (September 1999): 33. 

2 E. Glenn Hinson, "Baptists and Spirituality: A Community at Worship," Review and 
Expositor 84 (Fall 1987): 652. 

Biblical references will be from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise 
footnoted. 
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one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her" 

(Luke 10:41-42). 

This passage presents the two sisters in contrast and in so doing provides two 

seemingly opposite approaches. Reading the story in context, however, helps provide a 

necessary balance for believers. Though Mary is celebrated by Jesus for sitting at his 

feet, Alan Culpepper argues correctly that the story must be read in conjunction with the 

Parable of the Good Samaritan that immediately precedes this passage. He states, "The 

story of Mary and Martha stands in a complementary relationship with the story of the 

good Samaritan and gains much of its meaning from the tensive relationship between the 

two stories."4 Combined with the other stories in Luke 10 - Jesus sending the seventy (or 

seventy-two) out on a mission and the parable of the Good Samaritan - this chapter 

presents a balanced glimpse of Christian discipleship. The seventy (or seventy-two) are 

given a commission to go be laborers in the harvest and to cure the sick and announce the 

kingdom of God. The lawyer in the parable of the Good Samaritan already understands 

the importance of loving God and loving neighbor, but is challenged by Jesus to expand 

his definition of what it means to love one's neighbor. Following on those two stories, 

the example of Mary then further clarifies the importance of devotion and listening to 

God's word as a means of demonstrating love for God. In this context, the Samaritan in 

4 R. Alan Culpepper, "The Gospel of Luke," in The New Interpreter's Bible: A 
Commentary in Twelve Volumes, ed. Leander E. Keck, vol. IX (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1995), 231. 



Jesus' parable and Mary form a composite picture of a model disciple - "those who hear 

the word of God and do it" (Luke 8:21). 

Many people, including many Baptists, are far more comfortable following the 

example of Martha who likes to keep busy, tend to details, and make sure everything runs 

smoothly. Pastors and church leaders love the Marthas of the world. Without people 

who think and act like Martha, churches would struggle to maintain programs and 

ministries that draw people into congregations. 

Other people are more like Mary and are more contemplative by nature. For 

those seeking to reconnect Baptists to spiritual formation, however, the goal is not to 

force people to make an either/or choice between the patterns of the sisters, but to invite 

believers toward a balance between the contemplative and active elements of the 

Christian life - between hearing the word of God and doing it. In a denominational 

context that has often celebrated an active and busy approach to discipleship, believers 

need not abandon completely the Martha qualities within themselves, but would do well 

to grow more comfortable in a contemplative posture that finds satisfaction not just in 

marking things off a "To Do" list, but also in sitting quietly in the presence of Jesus and 

listening for God's voice. 

Thus, when Jesus affirms Mary for choosing the "better part," readers should not 

assume that Jesus is chastising Martha for fulfilling her role as hostess. Fred Craddock 

emphasizes that readers should not make a cartoon of this scene with Martha up to her 

eyes in soap suds. Jesus is not providing a scriptural warrant for letting dirty dishes pile 

5 Ibid., 231. 
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high in the sink. Disciples must recognize that there are times for sitting and listening 

and times for going and doing.6 

In this particular instance, though, Jesus reminds Martha that she has let her 

anxiety and distractedness distract her from the opportunity to be attentive to the presence 

of God in her midst. The Greek word, merimnao, translated as "worried," appears also in 

Luke 12:22 where Jesus tells disciples not to worry about their lives. The word 

thorubazo, translated "distracted," suggests that Martha was in an emotional uproar.7 In 

Luke 8, in telling the parable of the sower and the seeds, Jesus spoke about the seed that 

fell among the thorns and referred to those who fail to heed the word of God because they 

are preoccupied by "the cares and riches and pleasures of life" (Luke 8:14). Culpepper 

argues that "Martha's distraction puts her in this category. Although she is fulfilling the 

role assigned to her by society, she allows secondary matters to distract her from hearing 

the Word of God."8 Jesus chastises Martha not because she serves and demonstrates 

hospitality, but because she has allowed herself to become anxious and distracted from an 

opportunity to focus her attention on Jesus who was present in her home. By inviting her 

to notice that which is better, Jesus invites Martha to recognize that he calls followers to 

single-minded devotion to the word of Jesus, rather than a life characterized by much 

distraction.9 Craddock notes that "The word of God and not food is the one thing 

6 Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Preaching and 
Teaching, ed. James L. Mays (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1990), 152. 

7 Holly E. Hearon, "Luke 10:38-42," Interpretation 58:4 (October 2004): 395. 

Culpepper, 231. 

Hearon, 395. 
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needful. For we do not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth 

of the Lord (Deut 8:3; Luke 4:4; John 6:27). This is the portion or dish Mary has 

chosen."10 While believers must practice discernment in finding balance between doing 

and being, both activity and contemplation must grow from a whole-hearted devotion to 

God. Whether one is active or still, Mary's example invites readers to remember that one 

must not neglect opportunities to give attention to the presence of God in our midst and to 

listen for God's voice even on busy days. 

God as the Initiator of Relationships with Humanity 

In developing this thesis project, I hope to encourage such balance among church 

members, believing that the development of spiritual practices opens participants up to a 

greater awareness of God's ongoing activity in daily life. The Scriptures emphasize and 

assume that God is always present and working in the world. Any effort to discuss the 

possibility of a relationship with God who is made known most clearly through Jesus 

Christ must begin, though, with an affirmation that it is always God who takes the 

initiative in seeking out humanity. After the temptation and fall in the Garden of Eden, 

this dynamic begins to appear. Adam and Eve "heard the sound of the LORD God 

walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid 

themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But the 

LORD God called to the man, and said to him, 'Where are you?'" (Gen 3:8-9). It is this 

question that becomes the foundation of God's efforts to reconcile humanity through the 

Craddock, 152. 
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rest of the Scriptures. According to William Oglesby, the remainder of the biblical 

narrative serves as "an extension of and commentary on the call of God."11 

God's pattern of taking initiative in seeking reconciliation with humanity 

continued to be expressed in the development of the covenant with the Israelites. 

Oglesby states, "Indeed, in the biblical sense, covenant can be understood only in terms 

of the relationship between God and wo/man as continually God moves toward the 

effecting of the community between person and person, and persons with God."12 God is 

clearly the subject of the sentence when promising to Noah, "As for me, I am establishing 

my covenant with you and your descendents after you" (Gen 9:9). Similarly, it is God 

who seeks and calls Abram from Haran and promises that Abram's descendents will 

become a great nation, and later God repeatedly sends God's word to the people of Israel 

through the prophets in the midst of their failure, dismay, and distress in order to assure 

the people of the promise of deliverance and restoration. The ultimate expression of 

God's initiative then is fulfilled in the Incarnation through the coming of Jesus who is 

called in Matthew 1:23, "'Emmanuel,' which means, 'God is with us.'"13 

Human Response to God's Initiative 

Because humanity remains tainted by sin, people often fail to recognize God's 

presence and guidance. Genesis 28 records one example in recounting the story of Jacob 

on a journey to find a wife and having a dream in which he saw a stairway stretching 

11 William B. Oglesby Jr., Biblical Themes for Pastoral Care (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1980), 46. 

12 Ibid., 46. 

13 Ibid., 46-47. 
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from earth to heaven with angels ascending and descending. During the dream, he heard 

the voice of God, the God of Jacob's forebears, reaffirming the promise that God would 

bless Jacob with land and descendents. Then, "Jacob woke from his sleep and said, 

'Surely the Lord is in this place - and I did not know it!'" (Gen 28:16). Barbara Bowe 

suggests that the story of Jacob later wrestling with an angelic figure at the Jabbok River 

in Genesis 32 provides a fitting and appropriate paradigm for the human struggle to live 

an authentic Christian spiritual life. Amidst the complex and hectic pace of life, many 

people struggle to find and know the presence of God.14 

Ultimately, then, even spiritual awareness and growth are gifts from God. The 

human role in relating to God remains one of response to God's initiative by accepting 

God's gift of grace. By developing spiritual disciplines, humanity can open themselves 

up to God with the assumption that God desires to reveal Godself, but waits for humanity 

to be willing to accept the gift of God's presence and to listen for God's voice. 

The Example of Jesus 

In addition to offering grace, Jesus sets an example of spiritual balance. The 

Gospels emphasize that Jesus maintained a balance between the activity of ministry and 

times to retreat or withdraw for prayer. In this sense, Jesus must remain central to 

Christian spiritual formation as the basis and example for all followers. The life, 

Barbara E. Bowe, Biblical Foundations of Spirituality: Touching a Finger to the 
Flame (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2003), 9. 

15 E. Glenn Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership (Nashville: Upper 
Room Books, 1999), 37. 
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ministry, and actions of Jesus make possible a means for humanity to enter relationship 

with God, and it is grace through Jesus that can energize that relationship.16 

The Gospel of Mark's record of the transfiguration of Jesus provides a glimpse of 

the balance Jesus demonstrated between prayer and activity. In Mark 9:2ff, Jesus took 

Peter, James and John up onto a mountain for a time of prayer and quiet. The disciples 

saw Jesus transfigured and also saw Elijah and Moses speaking to Jesus. From a cloud, 

they heard a voice saying, "This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!" (Mark 9:7). 

Interestingly, when Jesus and the three disciples returned to the valley, they found that 

the other disciples had failed in their efforts to cast an evil spirit from a boy. After Jesus 

successfully healed the boy, the disciples wondered why they had failed. Jesus 

responded by noting, "This kind can come out only through prayer" (Mark 9:29). 

While churches often emphasize the need to reach out through ministry in an 

effort to change lives, this episode in the life of Jesus offers a vital picture for the church. 

In order to make a genuine, life-changing impact in the valleys of life, believers must 

recognize the need to pull away from the hectic pace of life in order to heed the call of 

God which says, "This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!" (Mark 9:7). For as Jesus 

affirms, the power to accomplish the work of God's kingdom comes as a gift from God 

that can be experienced only through a commitment to prayer and listening. 

Implications for Spiritual Formation 

For Christians seeking to follow the example of Jesus, a renewed commitment to 

spiritual formation allows persons to deepen a relationship with God in which the person 

16 Bradley P. Holt, Thirsty for God: A Brief History of Christian Spirituality, 2d ed. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 33. 



is shaped by God, becomes more aware of God's movement, and can discover the power 

of God for ministry. No spiritual practices can, in and of themselves, open up access to 

God, but a commitment to listen and pay attention to God can become significant in 

helping persons discover that God is already present and active in their lives. 

In the Old Testament, the importance of listening and meditation are emphasized 

often, particularly in the Psalms. Psalm 46:1 describes God as "our refuge and strength, 

a very present help in trouble," and Psalm 46:10 issues an invitation to "Be still, and 

know that I am God!" Psalm 119 emphasizes repeatedly the importance of meditation on 

God's law and God's word. Psalm 119:10-12, 15-16 states, "With my whole heart I seek 

you. . . treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you. Blessed are 

you, O Lord; teach me your statutes . . . . I will meditate on your precepts, and fix my 

eyes on your ways. I will delight in your statutes; I will not forget your word." 

The posture of spiritual formation is contemplative and requires a commitment to 

listen meditatively for God's voice, but spiritual growth also requires discipline. In 

several letters, Paul draws on imagery from the athletic arena to describe the discipline 

required to fulfill God's calling and to reach spiritual maturity. In Philippians 3:12-16, 

Paul expresses concern that believers might grow complacent as recipients of grace. 

Reminding readers that even he had not yet reached the goal of Christlikeness, Paul 

draws in the image of an athlete running a race who ignores what is behind and 



27 
17 

concentrates on what is ahead. Similarly, Paul challenges Timothy in I Timothy 4:7-15 

to remain faithful and disciplined in living his faith, saying, 

Train yourself in godliness, for, while physical training is of some value, 
godliness is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and 
the life to come. The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance. For to this end 
we toil and struggle, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the 
Savior of all people, especially of those who believe. These are the things you 
must insist on and teach. Let no one despise your youth, but set the believers an 
example in speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. Until I arrive, give 
attention to the public reading of scripture, to exhorting, to teaching. Do not 
neglect the gift that is in you, which was given to you through prophecy with the 
laying on of hands by the council of elders. Put these things into practice, devote 
yourself to them, so that all may see your progress. 

Making a commitment to prayer, meditation, and listening for God does require 

discipline. In relationships, people express their feelings and commitment through 

actions. Bradley Holt acknowledges, "If I am a mother, I take care of my children. If I 

am a son, I honor my mother . . . If I love my girlfriend, I talk to her on the phone . . . If 

I love my God, I give time and energy to this relationship."18 In this sense, the 

development of spiritual disciplines becomes a vital and important means of creating 

opportunities to be in relationship with God and to listen for the voice of God. 

Historical Foundations 

Such a commitment to spiritual practices and even contemplative approaches to 

faith can be found in Baptist history, though any effort to identify the historic roots of 

spirituality in Baptist life is fraught with the same difficulty that comes in trying to 

Morna D. Hooker, "The Letter to the Philippians," in The New Interpreter's Bible: 
A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, ed. Leander E. Keck, vol. XI (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 200), 532-33. 

Holt, 29. 
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discover a clear line of Baptist history. Molly Marshall notes that "Finding a Baptist 

genealogy is notoriously difficult."19 According to Bill Leonard, Baptists "lack a single 

founder whose life and thought identifies the historical and theological origins of the 

movement . . . . John Smyth and Roger Williams, founders of the first Baptist churches 

in Holland and America, respectively, remained Baptists for a limited time."20 Leonard 

introduces his history of Baptists by acknowledging that Baptist history is filled with 

ambiguity and that "From their beginnings in seventeenth-century Europe, Baptists have 

demonstrated beliefs and practices so diverse as to make it difficult to compile a 

consistent list of distinctives applicable to all segments of the movement at all times.' 

This is true both of Baptist history and Baptist roots in the area of spirituality. Glenn 

Hinson affirms, "In spirituality as in virtually every other area of their lives Baptists have 

differed widely from one another both in outlook and in practice."22 

Puritan and Anabaptist Roots 

Acknowledging these diverse roots and practices does not suggest that Baptists 

lack tradition in spirituality. Scholars generally trace Baptist roots to two groups within 

the Protestant Reformation, both of whom contributed to an early Baptist commitment to 

spirituality and faith. The Puritans of seventeenth-century England and America as well 

19 Molly T. Marshall, "The Changing Face of Baptist Discipleship," Review and 
Expositor 95 (Winter 1998): 65. 

20 Bill J. Leonard, Baptist Ways: A History (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 2003), 10. 

21 Ibid., 1. 

22 Hinson, "Baptists and Spirituality: A Community at Worship," 649. 
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as the Anabaptists of the radical left wing of the Reformation both had an influence on 

the development and spirituality of those who came to be known as Baptists. 

Baptist roots are linked most directly to the seventeenth-century Puritans, with the 

Baptists being identified as one of the numerous religious movements that grew out of the 

English Puritans of the seventeenth century.23 Puritanism developed in England among 

believers who desired to purify the Anglican Church from any practices that resembled 

the Catholic Church. Those in this movement were strongly committed to the basic 

tenets of Reformed theology, but they rejected the Book of Common Prayer and any 

74 

practices that they deemed to be too "popish." While the emerging Baptists shared 

much in common with the Puritans, Furr argues that they ultimately differed with and 

separated from the Puritans when Baptists "abandoned hope that the Anglican church 

could be reformed."25 

In examining practices that nurtured spirituality, Baptists shared with the Puritans 

a commitment to spiritual vitality and transformation. Hinson highlights the Puritan 

roots of the Baptist concern for "heart religion manifested in transformed lives and, from 
77 

thence, the transformation of society. More than ecclesiology, liturgy, and even 

agreement on specific doctrines, the central emphasis of Puritanism was on the 

E. Glenn Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," Baptist History and 
Heritage 37:2 (Spring 2002): 6. 

Leonard, 13. 

25 Furr, 32. 

26 Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 7. 
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continuing process of spiritual enlightenment. Like the pilgrim in Bunyan's The 

Pilgrim's Progress, this group believed deeply that individual Christians must remain 

faithful to the Christian journey in a never-ending pursuit of transformation.28 Early 

generations of Baptists in fact clung to The Pilgrim's Progress as a guide in their pursuit 

of spiritual maturity and journey toward the heavenly city of God. They practiced a 

regimen of self-examination in their effort to pass through the world of sin while 

practicing the life of heaven on earth.29 Believers were encouraged to pursue this goal 

through diligence in Scripture study, prayer, self-examination, fellowship with other 

believers, journal-keeping, and listening to the spiritual counsel of other mature believers. 

In addition, the Puritans and earliest Baptists always stressed that true transformation or 

saintliness is primarily the result of the work of the Holy Spirit. As a result, Puritans 

encouraged the study of the writings of medieval contemplatives in efforts to guide 

followers toward a contemplative life marked by attentiveness to God.31 

While few people would discover an emphasis on the contemplative life within 

twentieth or twenty-first-century Southern Baptist life, Baptist roots in Puritanism 

certainly reflect an interest in more contemplative approaches to prayer. Unlike the 

monastic tradition, however, the goal of Puritans was not to withdraw from the world, but 

rather to encourage transformed lives and a transformed society.32 Hinson notes that 

28 Marshall, 65 

29 Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 7-8. 

30 Marshall, 65. 

Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 9-10. 

32 Ibid., 7. 



31 

"Puritans were to Protestantism what contemplatives and ascetics were to the medieval 

church. They parted company with their medieval forbears chiefly in the locus of their 

efforts. Where monks sought sainthood in monasteries, Puritans sought it everywhere -

in homes, schools, town halls, shops as well as churches." Baptists likewise were 

convinced that prayer and heart religion must become visible in a changed life and in 

social concern and action within the realm of daily life in the world. 

More debate exists in the effort to identify the radical Anabaptists as a source of 

later Baptist traditions. While scholars have long disagreed about whether a direct link 

can be drawn between Anabaptists and later Baptists, most historians will acknowledge 

that some sort of "kinship" can be identified between these groups.35 Marshall argues 

that studies in the latter part of the twentieth century "have attempted to strengthen the 

Anabaptist influence upon both historic and contemporary Baptist perspectives on 

spirituality."36 

In addition to the emphasis on believer's baptism, early Baptists shared with the 

radical Anabaptists an emphasis on the gathered community with a congregational polity, 

the separation of church and state, and an approach to Scripture that invites the reader to 

become a participant in the story of redemption. This particular approach to Scripture 

has much in common with the contemplative practice of lectio divina that is being 

33 E. Glenn Hinson, "Puritan Spirituality," in Protestant Spiritual Traditions, ed. 
Frank C. Senn (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2000), 165. 

34 Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 11. 

Leonard, 11. 

36 Marshall, 65. 
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emphasized again by those encouraging more attention to spiritual formation. 

Furthermore, both groups tended to emphasize that the road of discipleship is costly and 

may well include an invitation to follow Jesus to the cross.37 Such discipleship was 

nurtured within congregations composed of baptized believers who took seriously their 

responsibility to exercise family discipline.38 Much of this emphasis was rooted in Bible 

discussion groups which were used as a means of encouraging spiritual growth and 

formation. The growing Baptist movement picked up on this emphasis as a means of 

involving church members in studying and being shaped by the Scriptures and ultimately 

placed great emphasis on Sunday School classes as a means by which Bible study and 

group spiritual guidance could be offered.39 

Characteristics of Early Baptists 

In addition to the traits shared in common with the Puritans and Anabaptists, early 

Baptists, according to critics of the movement, were known for their emphasis that there 

is no Scriptural distinction between clergy and laity. They rejected the hierarchical 

system of the Catholic Church and other growing denominations. They emphasized that 

all who are gifted may preach, teach, and administer the sacraments. 

As Baptists developed their identity, several other qualities tended also to be 

present. Though isolating particular distinctives among Baptists has always been 

37 Ibid., 65. 

38 Hinson, "Baptists and Spirituality: A Community at Worship," 649. 

Thomas B. Turner, "Spiritual Direction and the Baptist Tradition," in Ties that 
Bind: Life Together in the Baptist Tradition, ed. Gary A. Furr, and Curtis W. Freeman 
(Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, Inc, 1994), 101. 
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problematic, Leonard identifies several characteristics that can be delineated among most 

early Baptists. Such individuals and groups generally demonstrated a deep commitment 

to the Scriptures as the supreme authority in matters of religion. Similarly, they 

emphasized the personal accountability of individuals before God, the need to seek union 

with Christ as essential to salvation, a regenerate church membership built on believer's 

baptism, the importance of the community of faith in the process of nurturing believers, 

the priesthood of all believers, and religious and soul liberty.41 

Growing from their experience of oppression in England, many early Baptists 

developed a militant resistance to "direction" of any kind. According to Loyd Allen, they 

"distinguished themselves from other traditions by the intensity of their emphasis on 

protecting the freedom and ultimate responsibility of the individual believer to relate to 

God without interference."42 They resisted ritual, liturgy and ecclesiastical hierarchies 

while remaining radical advocates of the separation of church and state. Furr states, 

"They found their center, instead, in the Bible, the congregation and heart-knowledge of 

God in personal experience."43 Accordingly, the primary means by which Baptists 

sought and offered spiritual guidance were the sermon, Bible discussion groups, and later 

in revivals.44 

W. Loyd Allen, "Spiritual Discernment, the Community, and Baptists," in Ties that 
Bind: Life Together in the Baptist Tradition, ed. Gary A. Furr, and Curtis W. Freeman 
(Macon: Smyth and Helwys Publishing, Inc, 1994), 112. 

43 Furr, 32. 

Turner, 101. 



Development m America 

The Great Awakenings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries produced 

changes in the spirituality of many Baptists. As the Baptists experienced great growth in 

the American south, a shift took place from an emphasis on a contemplative spirituality 

to a conversionist spirituality.45 As the influence of revivalism spread, several trends 

became evident in Baptist life. First, instead of teaching believers to focus on the goal of 

union with Christ, greater emphasis was placed on the beginning of the Christian life; that 

is, conversion. Much effort was invested in getting people to respond to the invitation to 

accept faith, and less energy was given to the discipleship process after individuals made 

professions of faith.46 Linked to the assurance that one was "once saved, always saved," 

evangelism became central to Baptist life. 

This led to a second shift in Baptist spirituality. While earlier Baptists valued 

deep piety and lives that authenticated faith, Baptists on the frontier began judging the 

validity of a person's faith by that person's commitment to witness to or evangelize 

others.47 Furthermore, because conversions often occurred in special revival services or 

camp meetings, less attention was devoted to the communities of faith where these 

decisions could be examined, nurtured, and encouraged. An unintentional effect of this 

transition was a growing loss of focus on the importance of a community of faith to 

nurture believers in their faith. 

45 Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 12. 

Hinson, "Baptists and Spirituality: A Community at Worship," 656. 

Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 14-15. 

Furr, 37. 
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Southern Baptist Spirituality 

With the foundation and growth of the Southern Baptist Convention beginning in 

1845, Baptists were shaped profoundly by their southern culture and developed a more 

pragmatic spirituality. The focus remained on conversion and the maintenance of a 

regenerate church membership. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, Sunday School 

classes became the primary context for Southern Baptist spiritual growth or discipleship. 

As leaders discovered the effectiveness of Sunday School classes in producing 

conversions, especially among children, the average age of baptism decreased. Since no 

formal confirmation or initiation process developed in most Baptist churches, efforts to 

nurture new members - especially the younger members - received less focus as greater 

energy was invested in efforts to add members and increase the number of baptisms. 

Over time the Southern Baptist Convention grew to majority status in the 

American south, and the strength and influence of the denomination had a powerful effect 

on Baptist churches. Discipleship included less focus on teaching traditional spiritual 

disciplines and more emphasis on appropriate and expected outward behavior. Leonard 

acknowledges, 

Growing up Southern Baptist once seemed relatively easy. Elaborate 
denominational programs created a surprising uniformity among an otherwise 
diverse and highly individualistic constituency. In churches throughout the 
American South, Southern Baptist young people were taught how to behave in the 
church and in the world, on Sundays and throughout the week. 

49 Hinson, "Baptist Approaches to Spirituality," 18-19. 

50 Hinson, "Baptists and Spirituality: A Community at Worship," 651. 

Bill J. Leonard, God's Last and Only Hope: The Fragmentation of the Southern 
Baptist Convention (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1990), 1. 
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It has often been said that during the heyday of the Convention, one could move from a 

First Baptist Church in one town or city to another First Baptist Church even several 

states away and find virtually identical programming and styles in worship, Sunday 

School curriculum and church organization. 

Reflecting on her own heritage, Marshall suggests that "growing up in a devout 

Southern Baptist family meant a rather fixed form of discipleship. One could hardly 

plead ignorance about knowing what was expected! The catechesis was uniform and 

predictable."52 Expectations included regular worship attendance, participation in 

revivals, bringing a Bible to Sunday School, attendance at Training Union, daily 

Scripture reading, and tithing.53 Spirituality was measured on offering envelopes that 

included a "six-point record system" which invited members to give themselves check 

marks for being faithful in attendance, being on time, having studied one's Sunday 

School lesson during the week, bringing a Bible, giving an offering, and attending the 

preaching service (and it was often referred to as the "preaching service" rather than a 

worship service). According to Leonard, "The best Christians were those whose box 

scores totaled 100 percent each week.' It was also not uncommon for Sunday School 

classes to have quarterly meetings where each member's statistical results were reported 

in front of the whole class.55 As a result, to use an image that I have heard preached on 

52 Marshall, 59. 

53 Ibid., 59-60. 

54 Leonard, God's Last and Only Hope, 1 

55 This practice still was taking place in the early 1990s in several women's Sunday 
School classes at my first pastorate, Enka Baptist Church in Enka, NC. 
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several occasions, Baptists were effective in creating Marthas who knew how to be busy 

about the work of the church, but devoted less attention to teaching people how to follow 

the example of Mary who was content to sit at the feet of Jesus in a more contemplative 

approach to listening and faith. 

Within this Southern Baptist context, Marshall concludes that the Baptist 

structures were effective in encouraging individuals to make decisions for salvation, but 

were less consistent in helping many young people in particular "move from a borrowed 

faith to a personal faith. We did not know how to engage their hard and forthright 

questions that challenged the inculcated approach to life as a disciple of Jesus Christ. 

They learned the first part of the formula of faith, how to begin the Christian life, but not 

the struggle of the saints to mature as pilgrims of faith." 

Recent Developments in Moderate Baptist Circles 

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, however, many changes were 

taking place in the culture and in the church as well. Traditionally strong programs in 

Southern Baptist churches were struggling to survive and thrive. Such tools as Sunday 

School, Training Union, Discipleship Training, and the missionary organizations such as 

WMU, Brotherhood, Royal Ambassadors, and Girls in Action grew less popular and 

churches began looking for new ways to encourage and teach discipleship.58 

56 See Luke 10:38-42 for the story of Martha and Mary and pages 18-22 of this 
project thesis for a discussion of this passage. 

57 Marshall, 60. 

William Clemmons, "Spiritual Formation in Seminary Education," Review and 
Expositor 101:1 (Winter 2004): 41-2. 



During this same time frame, inspired by wnters such as Thomas Merton, Henri 

Nouwen, and Richard Foster, spirituality became a hot topic culturally.59 Amidst a 

growing cultural interest in spirituality, some Southern Baptists began to rediscover the 

contemplative roots of the broader Christian tradition. Glenn Hinson and Edward 

Thornton were two of the primary voices among those inviting Baptists to experience 

afresh this approach to faith. Beginning in 1960 Hinson took his first group of church 

history students from The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, 

Kentucky to visit Thomas Merton and the Abbey at Gethsemani, and he began 

discovering and studying the concepts of spiritual formation and direction. He began 

writing numerous articles and books encouraging readers to study and integrate 

contemplative spiritual practices. Over time, he also developed a course at Southern 

Seminary entitled "Classics of Christian Devotion." This course introduced numerous 

seminary students, including myself, to the spiritual writings of Augustine, Teresa of 

Avila, John of the Cross, Brother Lawrence, Soren Kierkegaard, Thomas Kelly, Henri 

Nouwen, Thomas Merton, and others. 

Edward Thornton, a Professor of Psychology of Religion at The Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary, was also writing about and advocating the importance of spiritual 

growth and transformation. Though writing before spiritual formation became a popular 

phrase, Thornton emphasized the importance of spiritual transformation. He writes, 

Inner transformation is like waking from sleep. It is like coming out of a fogbank 
of spiritual drowsiness into the bright sky of a Canadian high. It is remembering 

59 Ibid., 41. 

Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership, 1. 



that you are a son or a daughter of God. You can see yourself as you really are -
made in the image of God. You can see yourself as you may become- "changed 
into his likeness" (II Cor. 3:18). You can enjoy the intimacy of calling God 
"abba."61 

In his book Being Transformed: An Inner Way of Spiritual Growth, Thornton advocates a 

transformational approach to Bible study that balanced critical study with a relaxed 

responding to the text.62 He also encourages readers to "a new way of being" that 

emphasized relaxation and meditation in a way of being he describes as "not-doing." 

Though not using the exact terminology now being used by many who are emphasizing 

spiritual formation through lectio divina and contemplative prayer, Thornton provides a 

psychological and theological foundation for many moderate Baptist ministers who have 

studied with him. 

Increasingly, other moderate Southern Baptists began exploring the wider 

Christian traditions as well. The conflict within the Southern Baptist Convention that 

began in the late 1970s divided a denomination, and the battles within the convention and 

the dissatisfaction of many moderates with the emphases of the convention pushed many 

Baptists outside traditional Baptist expressions of faith to begin exploring the 

contributions of other traditions. Marshall notes, "We have discovered that many of us 

have much more in common with persons in other ecclesial traditions than with those 

Edward E. Thornton, Being Transformed: An Inner Way of Spiritual Growth, 
Potentials: Guides for Productive Living, ed. Wayne E. Oates (Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press, 1984), 15. 

62 Ibid., 33. 

63 Ibid., 48-9. 
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within our own denominational family . . . A new ecumenicity is emerging, primarily in 

the area of spirituality."64 

Those who now associate with the more moderate Cooperative Baptist Fellowship 

have also begun hearing much more about spiritual formation. The CBF has in recent 

years entered partnerships with the Upper Room to promote the use of the book, 

Companions in Christ, as a resource for spiritual formation within Baptist churches. In 

addition, the CBF has begun sponsoring regional spiritual formation retreats for clergy, 

and the emergence of annual retreats such as "A Gathering of Baptists and Others 

Interested in Spirituality' speaks of the growing interest in spirituality among moderate 

Baptist leaders and clergy. While the language of spiritual formation still sounds foreign 

to many lay people in Baptist churches, a growing interest in something deeper that 

nourishes the interior life is becoming far more prevalent in moderate Baptist circles. 

As Baptists explore the broader Christian tradition, however, recognizing the 

contemplative roots in our own Baptist tradition can be life-giving. Hinson offers a 

valuable insight in suggesting that "If my own experience is typical, however, none of us 

can ignore or abandon our own tradition and plunge headlong into the Christian 

64 Marshall, 62. 

65 Gerrit Scott Dawson, Adele Gonzalez, E. Glenn Hinson, Reuben P. Job, Marjorie J. 
Thompson, Wendy M. Wright, Companions in Christ: A Small Group Experience in 
Spiritual Formation: Participant's Book (Nashville: The Upper Room, 2001). 

66 The Advent Spirituality Center in Mars Hill, North Carolina began with the first "A 
Gathering of Baptists and Others Interested in Spirituality" and now sponsors this annual 
conference. Since 2002 this annual gathering has been called the E. Glenn Hinson 
Spiritual Formation Institute. Information about the Advent Spirituality Center and their 
annual conference can be found at www.main.ne.us/adventspiritualitycenter. 
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mainstream, as I once thought possible. We had best wade back through our own stream, 

even if it is but a trickle, and meet the larger stream where ours joins it."67 Thankfully, 

early Baptist roots provide a stream that is rich in its emphasis on spiritual formation and 

can serve as a natural source for a rediscovery of more contemplative practices. 

Theological Foundations 

Baptists seeking to recover the contemplative roots of their own tradition can also 

find solid theological foundations in two important principles that have deep roots in 

Baptist life- soul competency and the priesthood of the believers. These two concepts 

provide an excellent framework upon which to build a recommitment to individual 

spiritual discipline. Though they have seldom, if ever, been emphasized as a basis for a 

Baptist approach to spiritual practices, rediscovering them can complement an effort to 

reintroduce contemporary Baptists to the necessary balance between more active and 

contemplative approaches to faith. 

Soul Competency 

The doctrine of soul competency has been described in Baptist life by a variety of 

names and phrases, including soul freedom, soul liberty, individual competency, and 

even religious liberty. By whatever name, according to Walter Shurden, the heart of the 

concept "is the historic Baptist affirmation of the inalienable right and responsibility of 

every person to deal with God without the imposition of creed, the interference of clergy, 

67 E. Glenn Hinson, "Seeking a Suitable Spirituality in a Sect Becoming Catholic," in 
Living With Apocalypse: Spiritual Resources for Social Compassion, ed. Tilden Edwards 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1984), 157. 
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or the intervention of civil government.' Drawing on the theological assertion that God 

created all people in God's image, every person is both competent and responsible under 

God for making "moral, spiritual, and religious decisions."69 

Leon McBeth draws on a legal metaphor to illustrate this principle. He notes that 

few people would handle an important court case without proper legal representation. 

While average people are not trained in the complexities of the legal system, all people 

are "competent to repent, receive salvation, pray, worship, and witness. We do not 

require any go-between to represent our case or speak for us in the heavenly court."70 

The historic significance of this doctrine among Baptists becomes evident when 

reading the writings of E. Y. Mullins, the most visible Baptist spokesman of his 

generation. Mullins served as the president of The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary from 1899-1928 and also served terms as president of the Southern Baptist 

Convention and the Baptist World Alliance. In his book, The Axioms of Religion, he 

argues that in the broad history of the church, "the doctrine of the soul's competency in 

religion under God is the distinctive historical significance of the Baptists."71 While the 

Walter B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms (Macon: Smyth 
and Helwys Publishing, Inc., 1993), 23. 

69 Ibid., 24. 

70 

H. Leon McBeth, "God Gives Soul Competency and Priesthood to All Believers," 
in Defining Baptist Convictions: Guidelines for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Charles W. 
Deweese (Franklin, TN: Providence House Publishers, 1996), 63. 

71 E.Y. Mullins, The Axioms of Religion: A New Interpretation of the Baptist Faith 
(Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Society, 1908), 57. 
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roots of soul competency are found in the New Testament, this concept stands, according 

to Mullins, as the primary principle that Baptists have offered to "the religious thought of 

the race."72 

In recent years, this doctrine has been neglected by many and undermined by 

some, including leaders of the fundamentalist leadership within the Southern Baptist 

Convention. In an address given in 2000, the current president of The Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary, Al Mohler, critiqued the influence of E. Y. Mullins and argued 

that an autonomous individualism has infected the Southern Baptist Convention. He 

accused Mullins of elevating the role of religious experience over biblical revelation as 

the starting point for faith. Mohler recognized that the emphasis on soul competency had 

the positive effect of denying the need for human authority in matters of faith, but 

suggested that the emphasis on soul competency has contributed to the autonomous 

individualism that has had a negative impact on Southern Baptists and evangelicalism.73 

Critics of Mohler dispute his assertion and argue that Mullins never placed 

personal experience above the Bible. While Mullins placed a great emphasis on the value 

of Christian experience, he makes it very clear that the Bible is the ultimate authority. 

Mullins himself emphasizes 

All the history of religion shows that without the divine initiative, without 
revelation, without grace, man failed to find God. His competency, therefore, is 
not apart from God's approach to him but only in and through that approach. The 

72 Ibid., 54. 

73 Mark Wingfield, "Mohler criticizes Mullins' influence and doctrine of soul 
competency," Baptist Standard, accessed 1 May 2007, online: 
http://www.baptiststandard.com/2000/4_17/pages/mohler.html. 

Wingfield. 
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Scriptures are the record of God's approach to man in Christ. These become to us 
the medium through which truth finds us, and without them Christ would 
inevitably pass into eclipse, and men would wander helpless, like a rudderless 
ship driven by tide and tempest.75 

According to Mullins, this doctrine "means a competency under God, not a competency 

in the sense of human self-sufficiency."76 Furthermore, "the competency of the 

regenerated individual implies that at bottom, his competency is derived from the 

77 

indwelling Christ." Ultimately, Mullins concludes, "the principle of competency 

assumes that man is made in God's image, and that God is a person able to reveal himself 

to man, or Christian theism. Man has capacity for God, and God can communicate with 

man."78 

Though Mullins's writing lacks the inclusive language that makes it appeal to 

contemporary readers, the theological principles he articulates provide a valuable 

framework for those seeking to reintroduce spiritual practices and formation within 

Baptist congregations. Though soul freedom has often been used to emphasize that every 

individual must make up his or her own mind in matters of faith,79 this affirmation of 

individual competency also opens the door for the possibility of spiritual formation. In a 

social context where many people are entering churches with a consumer mindset and are 

dependent on the preacher to make sure they are "being fed," the concept of soul 

75 Mullins, 

76 Ibid, 

77 Ibid., 

78 Ibid., 
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competency can help individuals reclaim both their ability and responsibility to approach 

God prayerfully, listen to God's voice through Scripture and contemplation, and notice 

God's presence and activity in daily life. Baptist churches would do well, then, to 

emphasize the soul competency of every individual in new ways so that members might 

reclaim their identity as individuals created in God's image who are able to enter and 

enjoy an intimate and personal relationship with the living God. 

The Priesthood of the Believers 

While Mullins suggests that Baptists developed the doctrine of soul competency, 

Baptists are not unique in their commitment to the priesthood of the believers. The 

Baptist concept of this doctrine shares much in common with the way most Protestants 

understand it. It also overlaps and shares similarities to the idea of soul competency. 

The Bible places great emphasis on the role and concept of priesthood, 

particularly in the Old Testament. For the Israelites, priests served a vital role in worship, 

and only the high priest could enter the holiest area of the temple and even then, could do 

so only once a year on the Day of Atonement in order to offer sacrifices and intercession 

for the people. The New Testament presents Christ as the new High Priest who once and 

for all offered a satisfactory sacrifice for the sins of humanity.81 

Baptists, however, have generally struggled with the notion of priesthood. 

82 

McBeth notes, "'Priest' is not a word that comes easily to Baptist lips." Mullins argues 

McBeth, 64. 

Ibid., 62. 



that there were neither priests nor bishops in New Testament churches which operated in 

a democratic fashion.83 For Mullins, the developing church went awry when the 

priesthood became "the depositories of the mysteries and the grace of God . . . . The 

'power of the keys' is transferred to an exclusive priesthood . . . . Thus the church, the 

priesthood, and the sacraments are all interposed between the soul and God."84 Given 

Baptists' commitment to individualism and resistance to hierarchy, many Baptists remain 

suspicious of any effort to interfere with individual conscience and autonomy.85 For this 

reason, the notion of the priesthood of the believers in Baptist circles has, according to 

Findley Edge, generally "been largely misunderstood and inadequately expressed." 

First Peter 2:4-5, 9 provides the foundation for the priesthood of the believers, 

stating, 

Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious 
in God's sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, 
to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ... But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's 
own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called 
you out of darkness into his marvelous light. 

McBeth states that this passage suggests that all believers have the right and privilege of 

approaching God "to pray, to intercede for others, to witness, and proclaim the gospel to 

others."87 

83 Mullins, 134. 

84 Ibid., 103. 

85 Furr, 34. 

6 Findley B. Edge, A Quest for Vitality in Religion: A Theological Approach to 
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Many Baptists have interpreted this doctrine much like they understand soul 

competency — meaning that each believer has free and direct access to God without the 

need for a priest functioning as a mediator. Though this is true, this is only half of the 

traditional meaning of the concept. Edge points out that the priesthood of the believers 

also affirms that "every Christian is a priest or minister and thus has a ministry to 

perform.' Elton Trueblood states, "The notion that this doctrine erases the distinction 

between laymen and minister is seldom presented seriously, and would, to some, be 

shocking, but it does not take much study of the New Testament to realize that the early 

OQ 

Christians actually operated on this revolutionary basis." 

Though this doctrine has likewise been criticized by the fundamentalist takeover 

leaders within the Southern Baptist Convention, Baptists have traditionally built on this 

concept a conviction that the ministry of the congregation belongs to the laity. The work 

belongs not to the pastor or ministerial staff, but to every believer. Shurden writes, "All 

Christians have the freedom and the responsibility to minister in the name of Christ." 

In this sense, church members have the opportunity and calling to minister both to fellow 

believers within the congregation and to those outside the walls of the church. 

These foundational doctrines of soul competency and the priesthood of the 

believers are related and interdependent. Taken together, they form the foundation of a 

very Baptist understanding of the Christian faith. They emphasize the personal nature of 

88 Edge, 67. 

89 

Elton Trueblood, Your Other Vocation (New York: Harper and Brothers 
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faith and the need for every individual to make a personal decision to accept or reject 

Jesus Christ. These concepts also highlight the idea that every person has direct access to 

God and can through prayer, study, and other spiritual practices approach God and 

receive revelation from God. In this sense, these doctrines provide an excellent 

theological foundation for a Baptist rediscovery of the practices of spiritual formation. 

Conclusion 

Many of those who have been raised in Baptist churches of the twentieth century 

might find the concepts of spiritual formation and contemplative spiritual practices new 

and unfamiliar. Some might argue that such approaches are not Baptist, but an 

examination of the history and theology of the Baptist tradition reveals that such practices 

fit well and naturally into the Baptist context. In fact, I would suggest that Baptist history 

and theology as well as the deep Baptist commitment to Scripture provide a natural 

framework for a rediscovery of spiritual formation. More contemplative approaches to 

faith certainly existed among early Baptists, and the Baptist commitment to Scripture and 

more individualistic expressions of faith make it a natural context for a renewed pursuit 

of a faith that seeks to balance active and contemplative spiritual practices. 

I do not imagine that the Baptists I know will ever lose interest in missions and 

ministry and the need to do God's work in this world. Like the earliest Baptists, 

however, many opportunities exist to rediscover a balance between active and outward 

demonstrations of faith with the more interior and contemplative practices that nourish 

the soul and provide the energy and passion necessary to continue the work of the church. 

91 McBeth, 65. 
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Such balance is both thoroughly biblical and exceedingly important in a world where the 

many requirements of busy church calendars leave people feeling tired and burned out. 

Finding room to include contemplative practices can be life-giving both for individuals 

and for congregations seeking to discover the joy of Christian living and the power for 

effective Christian ministry. 

Through this thesis project, I have introduced a small group of church members to 

various spiritual disciplines believing that as these members discover renewed spiritual 

vitality in these practices, they can and will influence others through the congregation to 

seek greater spiritual depth. As I have found the thesis project participants growing more 

excited about ways God is revealing Godself and is working in their lives, I believe this 

energy will help these individuals provide more effective leadership in the congregation. 

I am also convinced that their enthusiasm will provide a contagious spark that will be 

life-giving in the congregation as a whole. 

Though beyond the scope of this particular thesis project, I also maintain the 

conviction that the priesthood of the believers along with soul competency makes 

possible the next step beyond personal spiritual formation. In many Baptist churches, 

individuals desiring spiritual advice and guidance often seek out a pastor or clergy 

member. .With more members feeling comfortable in their own spiritual formation, these 

individuals can discover that they too can participate in ministering and offering spiritual 

guidance to fellow members. Individuals who learn to listen to the still, small voice of 

God and to notice the active movement of God's presence in their own lives will then 

become more comfortable and natural in acting as a spiritual friend or even a spiritual 

guide for others. As individuals learn to pay attention to the activity of God personally, 
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they will also find themselves both speaking authentically about their faith to others and 

encouraging others to listen to and pay attention to God as well. In this way, a 

commitment to spiritual formation and a subsequent willingness to act as a spiritual 

friend for others holds great possibility for bringing renewed vitality and spiritual passion 

throughout a congregation. 



CHAPTER 3 

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 

Introduction 

Through the history of the church, numerous spiritual disciplines have been 

developed to facilitate and encourage spiritual growth. In his book, Celebration of 

Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, Richard Foster divides spiritual disciplines into 

three categories. He classifies meditation, prayer, fasting, and study as inward disciplines 

and simplicity, solitude, submission, and service as outward disciplines. He also lists 

four corporate disciplines: confession, worship, guidance, and celebration.1 Marjorie 

Thompson's book, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life, invites 

believers to explore the disciplines of spiritual reading or lectio divina, intercessory and 

contemplative prayer, common worship, fasting, self-examination, confession and 

awareness, spiritual direction, hospitality, and the development of a rule of life.2 In 

discussing intentional concentrated practices, Tilden Edwards lists "scripture, other 

spiritual reading, silent openness with or without a prayer form, intercession, petition, 

1 Richard J Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (San 
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), v. 

Marjorie Thompson, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), xix-xx. 
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thanksgiving, confession, praise, sacred gestures and bodily movements, journal keeping, 

and music and other art media." 

No comprehensive list of spiritual practices exists, and as is evident from these 

examples, great variety can be found in the disciplines encouraged by authors and 

practitioners. Edwards acknowledges that no one can be comprehensive in discussing 

contemplative practices, "given the endless richness of practices and subtle personal 

variations of adaptation and understanding in this long tradition.' Recognizing the 

impossibility of introducing participants to every spiritual practice, this thesis project 

invited individuals to explore four spiritual practices: lectio divina, centering prayer, 

journaling, and Sabbath keeping. This chapter provides an introduction to the nature of 

spiritual disciplines and describes in more depth these four practices. The discussion of 

each practice includes some background, a description that highlights the potential value 

of the practice, and practical considerations for those seeking to develop each discipline. 

The Nature of Spiritual Disciplines 

The development of spiritual disciplines provides a means of giving time and 

energy to one's spiritual growth and relationship with God. Such practices encourage 

attentiveness to God and create a posture in which one can be more sensitive to the 

Tilden Edwards, Spiritual Director, Spiritual Companion: Guide to Tending the 
Soul (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2001), 81. 

Tilden Edwards, Living in the Presence: Spiritual Exercises to Open Our Eyes to 
the Awareness of God (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995), 2. 
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movement of God's Spirit. In so doing, one can become more aware of one's spiritual 

condition and experience reconciliation with the transforming power of God's Spirit. 

Such disciplines are vital for sustaining spiritual progress and growth. Kenneth 

Leech suggests that spiritual growth often brings feelings of joy, warmth, energy, and 

excitement that can make the spiritual life seem and feel easy. If disciplined patterns are 

not developed at this stage, individuals can become dependent on feelings and "spiritual 

highs" that are too quickly followed by feelings of despondency and discouragement. 

Edwards suggests, however, that spiritual disciplines themselves have an inherent 

danger as well. "Disciplines are very delicate affairs, because they so easily become 

confused with trying to 'make something happen.'"7 Any spiritual discipline must be 

approached as a means of developing attentiveness to God; that is, a way of developing 

o 

receptivity to the movement of God and to the truth of our lives. Edwards notes also that 

"No technique, no method, no advisor, no effort can build a bridge from the human side 

alone.. .We cannot make anything authentically spiritual be realized." 

Still, spiritual practices provide a valuable means of developing attentiveness to 

God. Thompson offers a helpful metaphor in suggesting that "Spiritual disciplines are 

5 Tilden Edwards, Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual Direction 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1980), 91. 

6 Kenneth Leech, Soul Friend: Spiritual Direction in the Modern World (Harrisburg, 
PA: Morehouse Publishing, 2001), 151-2. 

Edwards, Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual Direction, 156. 

8 Ibid., 158. 

9 Ibid., 91. 



like garden tools. The best spade and hoe in the world cannot guarantee a good crop. 

They only make it more likely that the growth will be unobstructed." While much 

remains beyond human control, spiritual tools can keep the soil of one's spiritual life 

clear of potential obstructions and foster an environment where one can receive and 

respond to God's love.11 

Edwards identifies two primary avenues for the use of spiritual practices. "The 

first is intentional concentrated practice that happens in a special block of time during the 

day or week. The second avenue is practicing the Presence through the day."12 While 

this thesis project focused on the former - helping individuals develop spiritual practices 

and the discipline to integrate them into their life patterns - it was developed with the 

belief that such practices would also enliven the rest of the day by creating a sensitivity 

that would allow persons to practice the presence of God through daily routines. 

Fortunately for Baptists seeking greater spiritual attentiveness, a renewed 

commitment to spiritual practices does not require reinventing the wheel. The history of 

the church provides many options and choices. Because individuals have different 

personalities and experiences, however, no two people will find the same disciplines 

helpful. Given the wide variety of spiritual disciplines, every person must find and 

develop his or her own patterns in ways that open up experiences of God's presence.13 

Thompson, 10. 

"ibid., 10-11. 

12 Edwards, Spiritual Director, Spiritual Companion: Guide to Tending the Soul, 80. 

Bradley P. Holt, Thirsty for God: A Brief History of Christian Spirituality, 2d ed. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 29-30. 
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For this thesis project, I wanted to avoid one further danger. Given a cafeteria 

culture, Edwards warns that persons can easily move quickly across the surface of 

various practices without devoting sufficient time and effort to discover which ones are 

most valuable personally. I did not want to create an experience in which participants 

were introduced to too many practices in a short time or had to skim too quickly across 

the surface of many disciplines. Though I understood that the selected disciplines might 

not be effective for every person, I believed that giving participants three weeks each to 

practice the disciplines of lectio divina, contemplative or centering prayer, journaling, 

and Sabbath-keeping would provide a good, foundational introduction to disciplines that 

could help them develop increased sensitivity to the movement of God's Spirit. 

Lectio Divina 

Background 

The Latin phrase, lectio divina, literally means "divine reading" and has been 

translated as sacred or spiritual reading. It originated in the fourth or fifth centuries in the 

spirituality of the monastic tradition.15 Because books were rare, this method developed 

in an oral context that involved listening to and meditating on the proclaimed word. 

Gabriel O'Donnell states that the early monks and nuns approached lectio divina with a 

conviction that each text contained 

a personal message for them in particular. They did not assume that the message 
indicated the meaning of the scriptural text for the whole Church for all time, but 

14 Edwards, Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual Direction, 161. 

15 Gabriel O'Donnell, O.P., "Reading for Holiness: Lectio Divina" in Spiritual 
Traditions for the Contemporary Church, ed. Robin Maas, and Gabriel O'Donnell, O.P. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 45. 
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felt "Right now, here, today, at this moment, God has something to say to me." 
So they approached lectio with great devotion and a sense of expectation and 
readiness. 

Description of the Practice 

In contemporary times, people practice lectio divina both orally in group contexts 

and individually as a reflective approach to reading. Still, however, practitioners 

approach lectio divina with a sense of expectation and attentiveness to God and a hope of 

encountering grace. Though often used with the Scriptures, Glenn Hinson points out that 

other writings can also be read using lectio divina as a means of discovering God's 

presence and grace. 

According to Cynthia Zirlott, lectio divina represents a method of listening to God 

through Scripture and other writings that is distinct from the intellectual approaches 

associated with "study, exegesis, hermeneutics, and theological reflection." Thomas 

Keating notes, 

Modern exegetes focus primarily on the literal sense of Scripture, seeking out the 
philological meaning of the words and the cultural background in order to 
understand how to interpret these words. This research is valuable for ferreting 
out more precisely what God was trying to say through the sacred writers. But 
that is not the purpose of Lectio Divina. Divine reading as the monks conceived it 
was not done for the sake of information but for insight. It was not to learn 
something but to encounter Christ. A friendship was developing. 

16 Ibid., 46. 

17 E. Glenn Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership (Nashville: Upper 
Room Books, 1999), 138. 

Cynthia I. Zirlott, "Lectio Divina" in The Upper Room Dictionary of Christian 
Spiritual Formation, ed. Keith Beasley-Topliffe (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2003), 
167. 

Thomas Keating, Intimacy with God (New York: The Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 1999), 46. 
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This method focuses less on factual knowledge and instead seeks personal experience of 

God and deepening of one's relationship to God.20 Zirlott notes that practicing lectio 

divina involves "a dialogical hearing of scripture. It seeks to cultivate the ability to listen 

deeply to the God who speaks through the Word and then to allow that Word to shape an 

appropriate response in thought, prayer, and the conduct of daily life."21 

Informational Versus Formational Reading 

Thompson highlights a difference between reading for information and reading 

for formation. She notes that people read the newspaper differently than the way they 

read a love letter. As an example of informational reading, people read newspapers to 

gain knowledge. People approach formational reading, however, more like they read a 

love letter, savoring every word and focusing on the relationship involved. In practicing 

lectio divina, persons approach Scripture prayerfully and reflectively. They focus not on 

speed or the quantity of material to be read, but spend time reading and rereading a small 

section of Scripture while seeking to be attentive and open to the way God may be 

speaking in and through the text.22 Robert Mulholland suggests that the goal of 

formational or spiritual reading is not to master the text, but to let the Scriptural text 

speak to and master the reader.23 

20 Holt, 45. 

21 Zirlott, 167. 

Thompson, 20. 

23 M. Robert Mulholland Jr., Shaped by the Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual 
Formation, rev. ed. (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2000), 56-7. 
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Phases or Stages in Lectio Divina 

Thompson recommends that a person devote at least thirty minutes to the practice 

of'lectio divina and choose a place that allows solitude and quiet. Because spiritual 

reading requires an openness to listen for God, one must first take some time to prepare 

one's heart and mind before approaching the text. This involves spending several 

moments quieting one's mind and seeking to make oneself fully available to God in order 

to let oneself be addressed by God through the reading of Scripture. 

Practitioners generally identify four phases or steps in the classic practice of lectio 

divina. Thompson states, "The ordering of these four phases represents a general and 

often natural sequence of progression, not to be understood rigidly. In practice we may 

experience great fluidity between them, a weaving back and forth as the Spirit moves 

•25 

us.' The Latin names for the phases are lectio, meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio. For 

an English equivalent, an "n" can be added to the end of each Latin word, forming 

lection, meditation, oration, and contemplation. In the Companions in Christ materials, 

Glenn Hinson labels these phases as reading, ruminating and reflecting, responding, and 

receiving and resting in God.27 

Thompson, 28. 

25 Ibid., 25. 

26 Ibid., 25. 

Hinson, "Meditating on the Word," in Companions in Christ: A Small Group 
Experience in Spiritual Formation: Participant's Book, ed. Gerrit Scott Dawson, Adele 
Gonzalez, E. Glenn Hinson, Reuben P. Job, Marjorie J. Thompson, Wendy M. Wright 
(Nashville: The Upper Room, 2001), 91. 



The first phase, lectio, literally translates as reading and refers to a reflective, 

TO 

slow-paced, and attentive reading of a Scripture passage. An assumption is made that 

God is truly present in the Scriptures, desiring to speak and touch human hearts,29 so 

during this phase, readers must approach the text with anticipation and an expectation 

that God can and will speak a direct and personal message. Thompson suggests that the 

question behind the reading is: "God, what are you saying now?"30 

In this stage, readers focus on attentive listening and letting God speak. A short 

passage is selected that allows for depth and concentration. The person reads it slowly 
32 

several times because it is easy to miss words and images during a single reading. 

During the first reading, the reader allows each word to speak, often pausing between 

words and phrases. He or she then reads the passage a second time, allowing a word or 

image or phrase to capture his or her attention. Then the reader will reread it again, 

waiting to hear what the text may be saying or to be touched by a message from God.33 

In the second phase, meditatio or meditation, participants reflect on the passage, 

exploring the special words, phrases, or images through which God may be speaking.34 

Thompson, 25. 

29 

Basil Pennington, Centering Prayer: Renewing an Ancient Christian Prayer Form 
(New York: Doubleday, 2001), 195. 

30 Thompson, 25. 

31 Pennington, 196. 

32 Hinson, "Meditating on the Word," 87. 

33 Zirlott, 168. 

34 Hinson, "Meditating on the Word," 87. 



This may involve active imagination in which a person locates the place that he or she fits 

into the text. Attention can be given to finding connections between his or her life and 

the redemptive story of God. Thompson notes that effort is made to engage the passage 

with the heart "where memory, experience, thoughts, feelings, hopes, desires, intuitions, 

and intentions are joined."35 Meditatio is the point at which persons likely discover what 

a passage may mean personally and can begin to assimilate what God may be saying.36 

After reflection, participants enter a time of oratio or responding to God. This 

originally referred to spoken prayer, but in this discipline it involves the prayer that flows 

naturally from the time of meditation. Participants speak to God as a response to what 

they have heard and experienced during lectio and meditatio?1 At this point, he or she 

might share honest thoughts, questions, emotions, or reflections with God. This might 

also include confession, thanksgiving, praise, petition, and intercession as they arise 

within the context of a dialogue with God.38 This stage allows for the full range of 

an 

human emotions to be offered up to God in heartfelt prayer. 

The final phase in this discipline is contemplatio or contemplation. At this point, 

persons attempt to let go of all mental activity and rest in God's presence, love, and 

Thompson, 25. 

36 Ibid., 26. 

37 Ibid., 26. 

38 Hinson, "Meditating on the Word," 87. 

Thompson, 26. 
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care.40 The heart and mind seek to become still and silent so that the person can enjoy 

being in God's presence. Zirlott suggests, "It is here that you stop 'doing' and learn to 

enjoy 'being.'"41 Much like meditation in Eastern Christian traditions, Thompson says 

that the purpose is to move "beyond thoughts, words, and images to a kind of 'emptiness' 

or purity of 'being.' Contemplation is essentially rest, play, Sabbath-time in God's 

presence."42 According to Thompson, one seeks to rest in God's presence like a child in 

the arms of his or her mother with "no expectations, no demands, no need to know, no 

desire but to be in the divine presence, receptive to whatever God wants to do with us."43 

Centering Prayer 

Background 

Lectio divina, with its emphasis on listening to God and its emphasis on 

contemplation as a fourth phase, provides the natural and normal context for believers to 

develop also the practice of centering prayer. Basil Pennington suggests that lectio divina 

actually reaches its fullness in centering prayer. Centering Prayer is a method of prayer 

that developed primarily from The Cloud of Unknowing, a fourteenth-century work by an 

40 Hinson, "Meditating on the Word," 87. 

41 Zirlott, 168. 

Thompson, 26. 

43 Ibid., 26-27. 

44 Basil Pennington, "Lectio Divina: The Gate Way to the Spiritual Journey and 
Centering Prayer," in Centering Prayer in Daily Life and Ministry, ed. Gustave Reininger 
(Continuum: New York, 2006), 20-1. 



anonymous monk. Though rooted deeply in the Catholic Church's long contemplative 

tradition, the practice of centering prayer is a form of contemplative prayer that has 

grown in popularity inside and outside the Catholic tradition in the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first centuries. Thomas Merton's book, The Seven Storey Mountain, 

served a vital role in introducing contemplative practices to a wider audience. Influenced 

by Merton, three Trappist monks - Thomas Keating, William Meninger, and Basil 

Pennington - from St. Joseph Abbey in Spencer, Massachusetts - helped distill this 

discipline into a form that could be appropriated and practiced by a wider audience in a 

culture where people were seeking to cultivate inner peace and spiritual depth. Spurred 

by their writings and retreat leadership, centering prayer has taken root in various 

networks and faith communities as a valuable resource for individuals seeking greater 

comfort in contemplative approaches to God. 

Description of the Practice 

Keating writes, "The teaching of the Divine Indwelling is a fundamental doctrine 

of the spiritual journey."48 Assuming that God resides in the soul of believers, 

individuals using centering prayer seek to move beyond thought, images, senses and the 

rational mind to become aware of the center of one's being where God is present and 

45 Keating, 11. 

Thomas Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company, 1948). 

47 Joseph G. Sandman, "Centering Prayer: A Treasure for the Soul," America: The 
National Catholic Weekly 183:6 (September 9, 2000): 12-13. 

Thomas Keating, "The Practice of Attention/Intention," in Centering Prayer in 
Daily Life and Ministry, ed. Gustave Reininger (Continuum: New York, 2006), 13. 
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working to make each person a son or daughter of God. Based on the conviction that 

those who are baptized in Christ are in the process of being transformed to partake in the 

divine nature, this discipline offers a resource for responding to and experiencing the 

fullness of being one with God.49 

Cynthia Bourgeault notes that centering prayer provides a means of discovering 

"a wordless, trusting opening of self to the divine presence."50 Through this practice, one 

seeks to become aware of the presence of God who is already and always present. 

According to Pennington, it provides a method or technique "to get in touch with what is. 

But its practice is surely not meant just to enliven forty minutes a day. It is meant to open 

the way to living constantly out of the center, to living out the fullness of who we are."52 

Centering prayer allows people to become absorbed in God's loving presence, to rest in 

God and allow God to fill one's life, and to move as God wills. One seeks pure 

receptivity and adoration by quietly making oneself fully available to God.53 This offers 

an experience of inner Sabbath and the chance to move beyond words to the silent 

communion that comes by enjoying God's loving presence and allowing oneself to be 

Pennington, Centering Prayer: Renewing an Ancient Christian Prayer Form, 8-9. 

Cynthia Bourgeault, Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening (Lanham, MD: 
Cowley Publications, 2004), 5. 

51 Adele Gonzalez, "Exploring Contemplative Prayer," in Companions in Christ: A 
Small Group Experience in Spiritual Formation: Participant's Book, ed. Gerrit Scott 
Dawson, Adele Gonzalez, E. Glenn Hinson, Reuben P. Job, Marjorie J. Thompson, 
Wendy M. Wright (Nashville: The Upper Room, 2001), 91. 

52 
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loved by God. Thompson writes, "In a world driven by the need to accomplish and 

acquire, in a world where we judge one another on the basis of performance, God calls us 

to the radical trust of rest."54 

Believing that silence is God's primary language, silence is the normal context for 

contemplative or centering prayer, requiring both an outer silence and an inner silence.55 

Centering prayer, thus, offers a resource given the reality that all people struggle with 

noise and distractions in prayer. Douglas Steere recognizes that every person faces "a 

mass of external distractions - sounds, sights, smells - which almost inevitably bombard 

our senses when we seek to pray, and which demand our attention. In our noisy world 

there is almost no hiding place that will not be under attack."56 Still, outer distractions 

remain far easier to address than the inner distractions and wandering thoughts that so 

57 

quickly draw human focus away from attempts at prayer and being in God's presence. 

With some effort, persons can stop or escape the outer noise by finding quiet places for 

prayer, but putting aside the inner noise requires far more effort and concentration. 

Bourgeault writes, 
Even when the outer world has been wrestled into silence, we still go right on 
talking, worrying, arguing with ourselves, daydreaming, fantasizing. To 
encounter those deeper reaches of our being, where our own life is constantly 

54 Ibid., 48. 

55 Bourgeault, 7. 

Douglas V. Steere, Dimensions of Prayer: Cultivating a Relationship with God, 
rev. ed. (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 1997), 29. 

57 Ibid., 29. 
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flowing out of and back into the divine life, what first seems to be needed is some 
sort of an interior on/off switch to tone down the inner talking as well. 

Guidelines for Centering Prayer 

Given these realities, centering prayer invites individuals to discover a method for 

seeking inner quiet, learning to focus on God, and being fully in God's presence. 

Pennington believes centering prayer is a simple and pure method of prayer. Though the 

goal is to move beyond words and images to a transcendent experience of God's 

presence, the practice is not completely free - at least initially - of some use of symbols 

or a simple prayer word.59 

Pennington has outlined three rules or guidelines for those practicing centering 

prayer. The first rule acknowledges that centering prayer must begin with several 

minutes of quieting down and moving in faith to God who dwells within oneself. 

Similarly, at the end of the time of prayer, participants allow several minutes to move out 

of the prayer time and end by speaking the Lord's Prayer or some other prayer.60 

The second rule emphasizes the need for a single, simple prayer word that 

becomes a resource for focusing one's attention. Simple repetition of the prayer word 

can help develop a focus on God's presence. While the exact word chosen is not 

ultimately that important, Pennington recommends choosing a word that has personal 

Bourgeault, 5-6. 

Pennington, Centering Prayer: Renewing an Ancient Christian Prayer Form, 55-
56. 

60 Ibid., 58-59. 

61 Ibid., 59. 
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meaning or a word that captures in a syllable or two the feeling of love for God. For 

many people, the prayer word may simply be the word, "Jesus," or any other name for 

God that comes naturally to mind when thinking about or addressing God.62 

The third rule recognizes that human minds wander and suggests that one simply 

returns to God's presence by using or repeating the prayer word whenever one becomes 

aware of one's mind wandering or focusing on anything else other than resting in God.63 

The prayer word is not used constantly, but becomes a means of letting go of other 

thoughts and leaving people free to attend to and rest in God's presence. Pennington 

states, "We simply seek to be wholly present in love to God present to us, and whenever 

something draws us away from that Presence, we very gently employ the word to return 

fully to the Holy Presence."64 When facing distractions, the prayer word is used not so 

much to turn from the thought or feeling, but rather to let it go in order to sink peacefully 

into the depths of God's love.65 Pennington adds, 

We use the prayer word when we need it and to the extent we need it, and always 
gently. The thoughts and feelings and images will always be there. But it is only 
when we become aware of them, when they have drawn our attention away from 
the depths, from the Beloved, to themselves, that we need to deliberately - but 
always gently - employ our prayer word to return to the Presence. For the rest, 
we let the word simply be there.. ..Our attention is to the Presence, known in faith, 
embraced in love; the word is incidental, a useful means used when a means is 
useful.66 

62 Ibid., 65-66. 

63 Ibid., 59. 

64 Ibid., 68. 

65 Ibid., 70. 

66 Ibid., 71. 



Centering prayer or contemplation opens a person to God's presence in such a 

way that he or she can live more fully in God's presence moment by moment. According 

to Adele Gonzalez, this "leads not to self-absorption but to the emptying of oneself on 

behalf of others." This practice will then help develop within practitioners an 

experience of God within that silences those voices that deny human dignity. It will also 

produce a growing awareness of God's undeserved but infinite love and a self-knowledge 

that leads to humility, peace, spiritual freedom, compassion, and works of mercy.68 

Journaling 

Background 

When compared to lectio divina and centering prayer, the discipline of journaling 

seems far less intimidating and difficult to those within the Baptist tradition who are 

beginning to explore spiritual formation. Many people have kept a diary or journal at 

some point in their lives. Most of the members participating in this thesis project group 

acknowledged that they had used journaling at times in their own spiritual lives. 

Journaling has roots in Scripture. Some of the psalms voice honest emotions, 

struggles, and faith questions that make them read like journal entries. Journal keeping 

likewise has a deep and long heritage within Christianity, particularly among women. 

Hinson highlights the examples of Perpetua, a Carthaginian noblewoman who journaled 

Gonzalez, 171. 

68 Ibid., 171. 

69 Jan Johnson, "Journaling: Breathing Space in the Spiritual Journey," Weavings 
VIII:2 (March/April 1993): 35. 
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about her experience in prison before being put to death for her faith around 200 CE, and 

Egeria, a Spanish nun whose journal describes her pilgrimage to Egypt and the Holy 

Land in 383 CE. Many medieval women of the thirteenth through fifteenth-centuries 

kept detailed and very personal records of their "revelations" and experiences of God. 

Since the Reformation, many significant Catholics and Protestants have used journaling 

as a means of deepening their experience of and connection to God. Jonathan Edwards, 

David Brainerd, George Fox, John Woolman, and John Wesley represent a small 

sampling of those whose journals were later published but were used primarily as a 

means of paying attention to the working and unfolding of God's grace in their own 

lives.70 

Description of the Practice 

Journaling differs from the practice of keeping a diary. While most people 

perceive diaries as a means of recording the daily events of one's life, a journal goes 

deeper. In a journal, one might mention of the events of day but then the focus shifts to 

reflecting on how one is affected by those events.71 More than just thinking things 

through, it becomes a spiritual discipline when it is focused on paying attention to the 

ways God is active in the world. Jan Johnson states that journaling provides a means 

70 Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership, 59-60. 

71 Anne Broyles, Journaling: A Spirit Journey (Nashville: The Upper Room, 1988), 
12. 

72 Ibid., 13. 



and a place to notice, identify, and examine the patterns of life and ultimately to answer 

73 

the primary question, "What is God doing in my life?" 

In every life, there are times when God's presence and grace seem obvious and 

clear. At other times, however, people recognize God's activity and strength only in 

retrospect when time is taken for reflection. Journaling provides an opportunity to spend 

time in such reflection.74 When focused on one's spiritual journey, keeping a journal can 

help persons develop a clearer sense of the grace operating in their lives. The practice 

allows practitioners to notice the patterns of God's movement while also helping them 

learn to relax their grasping or need to be in control. For if the assumption is made that 

grace is present, humanity needs simply to learn to be attentive to and to cooperate with 

God's presence and grace. Humanity does not have to force or create God's activity, but 

must learn to notice and be sensitive to what God is already doing. 

In addition, journaling allows persons to strip off all masks and bare their souls to 

God. Inspired by the honesty of the Psalms and many Old Testament prophets, honest 

reflection offers a way to ask God questions, to give voice to pain and grief, to try out 

new ideas, and to be less than perfect. By addressing God through this form of writing, 

people discover freedom to express the full range of human emotions in the context of 

God's presence, acceptance, and grace. While such writing may often appear untidy, 

Johnson, 35. 

74Broyles, 13-14. 

75 Edwards, Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual Direction, 159-60. 
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journals provide a means of soothing doubts and confusion, finding rest, and taking a 

77 

respite from the need to live up to personal or external expectations. 

Journal keeping can take numerous shapes and forms. In the spiritual life, some 

moments simply need to be remembered, and this practice invites people to record and 

remember examples of answered prayers, insights that come in certain relationships or 

situations, and moments when God's grace invades human awareness.78 A journal can be 

a safe place for honest confession and an honest unloading of guilt feelings. Many 

practitioners record reflections and insights after reading Scripture and find in this pattern 

a means of meditating deeply on Scripture and paying attention to where they find 

themselves in the story or passage. Some record favorite Scripture passages or quotations 

in their journals.79 Hinson and others find value in recording and reflecting on dreams.80 

Many people address God directly in their journals by writing prayers and allowing their 

entries to express their true and candid emotions and feelings to God.81 

In summarizing the benefits of journal keeping, Johnson suggests that returning to 

and rereading journals can help amplify God's voice and presence as a person notices the 

way God has been working in his or her life.82 Hinson writes, 

Johnson, 36-37. 

78 Ibid., 38. 

79 Ibid., 39-40. 
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journals will render their greatest service as an inventory of spiritual progress. 
Spiritual growth, just like physical growth, is slow. You may experience 
occasional spurts when you move from one plateau to another, but such spurts 
happen infrequently. In the short run, you will probably not notice your growth 
when it occurs an inch or so at a time. If you have not kept some kind of record, 
you will have no way to measure whether you have progressed at all. Journals 
allow you to look back over the long trajectory where you can discern 
improvement in your outlook in life, your relationship with God and with other 
people, your attitudes and responses to frustrations you encounter, your self-
understanding and confidence, and, in brief, your humanity. Journal keeping will 
not necessarily lead to an encounter with God, but it can certainly help in the 
quest and improve your relationship. 

Practical Considerations 

For novices in journaling, several guidelines seem valuable. The frequency for 

journaling will vary from person to person. Some people journal every day, but others 

practice the discipline as needed.84 For those beginning to develop the habit, having a 

specific regular time and place to journal can be a valuable way to develop the discipline 

and the habit. As is true for lectio divina and centering prayer, it is valuable to find a 

comfortable and quiet place for the practice and a time when one's mind is fresh and alert 

so that one can truly be attentive and sensitive to God's leading and nurture. 

Hinson encourages those beginning to develop the practice of journaling to 

consider starting with a spiritual autobiography. This would involve highlighting key 

experiences, happenings, and people that helped shape their life and identity. In this way, 

Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership, 62-63. 

Johnson, 41. 

Broyles, 18. 
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people could begin understanding how they have reached their current spiritual state and 

can offer some interpretation of their pilgrimage. 

Johnson recommends that persons establish only one rule: "The journal is private. 

When we write knowing that no one will read our words, we do not worry about 

grammar or spelling or illegible handwriting. With no audience to impress, we can be 

completely honest."87 

Ultimately, as Edwards points out, journaling can free people up to be a little 

more attentive to the loving and painful truth about their lives and to God's grace. As is 

true of all disciplines, it is crucial to realize that one cannot force things to happen or 

push to a level of understanding beyond what one is capable of comprehending. As a 

form of attentive patience, however, journaling offers a valuable means for those wanting 

greater sensitivity to God and clearer self-understanding. 

Sabbath Keeping 

Background 

Eugene Peterson emphasizes that an accurate understanding of the Sabbath must 

begin with Scripture, rather than any cultural approach. He notes a widespread tendency 

in society to trivialize the Sabbath by thinking of it only as a day of leisure that can 

restore strength, energy, and productivity. While a day off can have such benefits, a 

biblical approach to the Sabbath goes much deeper and begins in God's rhythm of time as 

86 Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership, 65-66. 

87 Johnson, 40. 
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described in Genesis.89 In the creation narratives in Genesis, Sabbath is rooted in the 

seventh and final day of creation. Genesis 2:2-3 states, "And on the seventh day God 

finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work 

that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God 

rested from all the work that he had done in creation." 

The importance of Sabbath in the Hebrew tradition grows from its inclusion in the 

Ten Commandments. Exodus 20:8 says, "Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy." 

Implicit in the law and practice of the Jewish people was an expectation that people and 

even their animals would cease from work on the seventh day of the week. The day was 

set apart in Jewish practice to be different from other days, and from Jeremiah onward, 

the people were encouraged to take delight in Sabbath observance as a sign of covenant 

observance and part of fulfilling the law of righteousness. 

For the Jewish people, the commitment to Sabbath observance is rooted in this 

covenant God made with the Israelites at Sinai. Shabbat begins on Friday at sundown 

and often includes a festive Friday evening mealtime complete with candle-lighting 

rituals, hymns, prayers, and enjoyed conversation.91 While much variation exists in the 

ways Jewish people observe the Sabbath, effort is generally made to avoid whatever may 

be classified as work. Though defining what qualifies as work is an often debated 

89 Eugene H. Peterson, "Rhythms of Grace," Weavings VIII:2 (March-April 1993): 
15. 

90 Edwards, Spiritual Friend: Reclaiming the Gift of Spiritual Direction, 73. 

91 Dorothy C. Bass, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of 
Time (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 49-50. 
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subject, Dorothy Bass acknowledges, "one classic answer is that work is whatever 

changes the natural, material world. All week long, human beings wrestle with the 

created world, tilling and hammering and carrying and burning. On the Sabbath, 

however, Jews let it be. They celebrate the world as it is and live in it in peace and 

gratitude."92 

With the development of the Christian church, the celebration of the resurrection 

of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit on the first day of the week led the early 

church to shift the observance of weekly worship to what is now called Sunday. This 

practice of celebrating the Lord's Day on the first day of the week allowed every Sunday 

to be a "little Easter" that celebrates new life found in the resurrected Christ.93 With the 

spread of the early church, the importance of a "special day" remained central to 

Christian practice, though its observance and practice varied greatly through the centuries 

and within different traditions. In the Protestant-dominated Western countries, this 

practice was often associated with legalism and blue laws, but with the gradual demise of 

such blue laws, many people have lost any sense of a basic rhythm of life.94 Edwards 

has noticed, however, a growing desire among people for a different quality of time from 

the hectic pace of the work week. The term Sabbath is reentering the mainstream 

Christian vocabulary, and more people are becoming aware of the need for a Sabbath 

Thompson, 62. 
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rhythm.95 Thompson even suggests that a rediscovery of the Sabbath commandment is 

especially relevant in the contemporary achievement and production-obsessed culture. 

Value of the Practice 

Christians obviously do not observe the Sabbath in the same way that Jews do 

since the Lord's Day becomes a means of celebrating the life, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus.97 Given their kinship with the Jews, however, Christians can still approach 

Sabbath keeping as an opportunity to rest from ordinary labor and activity and, even 

more importantly, to participate in God's rest.98 Edwards suggests that there are two 

dimensions or stages inherent in Sabbath keeping. The first is "letting go, renouncing our 

normal routines and work.. .This is the external stage of Sabbath time, one that frees us 

from normal demands and creates a different quality of space. Here we begin to disarm 

ourselves and intentionally stand more passively vulnerable, more naked before the truly 

Loving One."99 The second stage moves beyond cessation and avoidance into a more 

positive stance of resting in and focusing on God's presence. According to Edwards, this 

stage "involves letting ourselves be in that fresh space in such a way that we realize 

appreciatively and joyfully our holy connectedness."100 

95 Tilden Edwards, Sabbath Time, rev. ed. (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2003), 9-
10. 

96 Thompson, 62-63. 

Bass, 52. 

Thompson, 62. 

Edwards, Sabbath Time, 81. 

100 Ibid., 81. 
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More is at stake in the Sabbath than simply taking an opportunity to rest or to 

participate in leisure activities. Marva Dawn states that the practice of keeping the 

Sabbath holy, as dictated by the fourth commandment, involves an honest recognition 

that "the rhythm of six days of work and one day of ceasing work is written into the very 

core of our being. To observe that order week by week creates in us a wholeness that is 

possible only when we live in accordance with this pattern of being graciously 

commanded by God." In seeking to provide a Jewish understanding of the Sabbath for 

the twentieth century, Abraham Heschel notes also that humanity wrestles with the world 

and seeks to wring profit from the earth for six days, but on the Sabbath seeks to "care for 

the seed of eternity planted in the soul. The world has our hands, but our soul belongs to 

Someone Else. Six days a week we seek to dominate the world, on the seventh day we 

seek to dominate the self." Bass likewise argues, "When we keep a Sabbath holy, we 

are practicing, for a day, the freedom that God intends for all people. We are practicing 

life outside the frantic pace set by financial markets and round-the-clock shopping and 

entertainment venues.. ..We are trying on a new way of life as we begin to allow our 

weeks to be changed in response to God's promises."103 

Maintaining a pattern of Sabbath rest becomes an act of faith. By setting aside a 

day without work, persons are expressing trust in God and acknowledging that no 

Marva J. Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly: Ceasing, Resting, Embracing, 
Feasting (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1989), xi. 

102 Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man, rev. ed. (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005), 13. 

Bass, 63. 



77 

individual is indispensable. Humanity's compulsive activity often grows from a need to 

stay in control or to create meaning from activity. By ceasing from that pattern for a full 

day, people can free themselves to worship God, to acknowledge dependence on God, 

and to release themselves from the illusion that labor is the chief source of life. This 

allows persons to rediscover their true humanity in the image of God in a way that does 

not depend on productivity.105 In so doing, Edwards believes the Sabbath offers a 

"structural and symbolic context that by its very nature resists the 'works righteousness' 

of contemporary culture, yet without devaluing work (including service). This special 

quality of time can provide us with an incubator for nourishing our being in the image of 

God in ways that overflow into appropriate care for the world."106 

Elizabeth Canham sums up the contemporary value of Sabbath keeping well. She 

writes, 

One of the problems for those of us who have absorbed the predominant tenets of 
Western theological thought is that we have learned to think of God as actus 
purus - pure activity - and to forget the many Biblical references to God's 
resting. As a consequence we think of ourselves as reflecting the divine image 
through our activity; and, if we have also imbibed the Protestant work ethic, there 
is little awareness of the sacredness of rest. Our culture also colludes with 
compulsive inclinations by rewarding us for achievement, financial success, 
upward mobility in career structures, and never being idle. We are encouraged to 
participate in competitive games or to observe others doing so. Many mind-
numbing escapes are offered to alleviate our frenzied activity, but there are few 
models for reflective, recreative rest. The Biblical invitation to enter into the rest 

Thompson, 63. 

Edwards, Sabbath Time, 100. 

106 Ibid., 18. 
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promised by God is, in itself, an antidote to driven consumerism and a gift to 
107 

restore the fullness of the divine image in which we are made. 

The goal of creating a Sabbath pattern is to focus attention on resting in God's 

presence and nurturing intimacy in one's relationship with God. For in creating sacred 

Sabbath silence and rest, individuals can focus on and celebrate the goodness of God, 

rediscover the presence of God in one's life, and rest in God's presence. Ron Farr writes, 

"Just as an unborn child rests in the womb of its mother and silently receives there an 

endless supply of nourishment, warmth, and protection, so when we in prayer let go and 

rest in God's mercy, we find that God enfolds us in the divine womb and there nourishes 

us, heals us, restores us, and gives birth to us again." 

Practical Considerations 

Experiencing Sabbath rest involves more than just the cessation of work. Many 

people in the American South grew up equating Sunday with a legalistic prohibition 

against card-playing, movies, sewing, and other such activities, but entering God's rest 

requires more than legalism and similar Sunday taboos. Christians seeking to 

rediscover the value of Sabbath patterns will need to give serious and prayerful 

consideration to patterns that have personal value for themselves and their families. 

Dawn emphasizes that keeping the Sabbath should not be reduced to a legalistic duty. 

107 Elizabeth J. Canham, "A Rest Remaining," Weavings VIIL2 (March-April 1993): 
28. 

108 Ron Farr, "Sabbath Resting in God," Weavings VIIL2 (March-April 1993): 25. 

109 Canham, 29. 
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She writes, "Do what you gladly choose to do. Each of us is able to utilize different 

disciplines depending upon our circumstances and commitments." Bass suggests that 

The forms of Sabbath keeping that bring joy in creation, freedom from bondage, 
and the experience of new life will vary from household to household. Each 
person needs to consider what forms this practice can take in his or her life, and 
each local community, family, or institution needs to discern the life-giving shape 
of Sabbath within its own unique context.1'' 

Scholars advocating Sabbath keeping do offer a variety of potentially valuable 

ideas and possibilities for those wanting to discover Sabbath rest. Peterson and Bass are 

two voices, for example, who argue that Christians would benefit from recovering the 

Hebrew understanding of the day and beginning their celebration of Sabbath at sundown 

on Saturday evening. Peterson notes that American days begin with alarm clocks ringing 

in the predawn darkness and end several hours after darkness when electric lights are 

turned off. This approach, however, differs greatly from the Hebrew approach that spoke 

of evening and morning being one day. 

Day is the basic unit of unit of God's creation; evening is the beginning of that 
day.. ..But it is also the time when we quit our activity and go to sleep.. ..The 
Hebrew evening/morning sequence conditions us to the rhythms of grace. We go 
to sleep, and God begins his work. As we sleep he develops his covenant. We 
wake and are called out to participate in God's creative action. We respond in 
faith, in work. But always grace is previous. Grace is primary. We wake into a 
world we didn't make, into a salvation we didn't earn. Evening: God begins, 
without our help, his creative day. Morning: God calls us to enjoy and share and 
develop the work he initiated. Creation and covenant are sheer grace and there to 
greet us every morning.112 

Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Fully: Ceasing, Resting, Embracing, Feasting, xiii. 

111 Bass, 63-64. 

112 Peterson, 15. 



Taking this idea seriously could change the experience of Sabbath for many families. 

Instead of beginning Sunday morning in a rush to get everyone to church on time, 

Sabbath could begin on Saturday evening with a special meal or some type of family 

activity or some patterns that allow rest and enjoyment of God's goodness. 

Though Sabbath patterns may vary greatly between different families and 

individuals, Bass correctly argues, "Joyful worship that restores us to communion with 

the risen Christ and our fellow members of his body, the church, is an essential part of a 

Christian Sabbath."113 In some form or another, Sabbath should include participation in 

communal worship. Edwards notes, "worship can invite us into the gospel reality 

wherein we are free for celebration of our deep redeemed corporate life in the triune 

God."114 Though participating in worship does not satisfy the call to keep the Sabbath 

fully, "authentic worship crystallizes the meaning of the Sabbath....In this practice, the 

songs of creation, liberation, and resurrection spill over into all the hours of a day and 

from all the hours of a day into all the days of a week." 

Beyond worship, Christians have many options to consider in choosing patterns 

that help the Sabbath become life-giving and joyful. Dawn encourages people not to 

wear a watch on the Sabbath so that they can — apart from set times for Bible classes and 

worship - have a whole day each week that is open to the movement of the Spirit and is 

113 Bass, 70. 

Edwards, Sabbath Time, 87. 

115 Bass, 56. 
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not shaped by the pressures of the clock.116 She suggests also that believers "cease not 

only from work itself, but also from the need to accomplish and be productive, from the 

worry and tension that accompany our modern criterion of efficiency, from our efforts to 

be in control of our lives as if we were God, from our possessiveness and our 

enculturation, and, finally, from the humdrum and meaninglessness that result when life 

is pursued without the Lord at the center of it all."117 

Bass recommends several practices that she includes in her family's Sabbath. She 

and her family rest from participation in commerce and shopping and try to avoid any 

activities that bring worry, such as bill paying, tax preparation, and making to-do lists. 

She encourages gatherings that allow people to enjoy relationships and meals with family 

and friends and also advocates intentional efforts to enjoy and celebrate the goodness of 

God's creation- whether this might include gardening, walking, visiting a park, or 

finding opportunities to notice the earth's beauty, color, smells, and breezes.118 

Given the realities of contemporary society and jobs that often include work on 

Sundays, not every person will be able to embrace a pattern of Sabbath rest and worship 

on Sundays. Peterson spent his career as a pastor with Sunday as a primary work day in 

his schedule, so he set a pattern that other ministers might consider in making Monday 

his Sabbath day with his wife.119 For those not in ministry, Bass warns that the two-

Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Fully: Ceasing, Resting, Embracing, Feasting, xii. 

1,7 Ibid., 3. 
118 Bass, 64-74. 

119 Peterson, 18. 
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thousand-year-old pattern of Christian worship on Sunday should not be discarded too 

easily, but when work makes this impossible, believers can and should be creative in 

claiming and creating a Sabbath day and a rhythm that allows rest and a focus on God in 

the midst of the weekly demands of work and schedules. 

Though the patterns may vary from person to person, those who create a weekly 

Sabbath rhythm will discover a gift from God. Rearranging priorities so that one day can 

be different from the rest can be life-giving and filled with joy. Even more, devoting one 

day a week to Sabbath keeping will change one's perspective and approach to living in 

such a way that no other day will feel or be perceived in the same way. As Bass states, 

"No other days can be the same, after this one."121 

Conclusion 

Persons seeking to deepen their spiritual lives by developing spiritual disciplines 

have a wide variety of options to consider. No two people will find the same disciplines 

equally valuable, but the four disciplines chosen for this thesis project seem to build 

naturally on each other and offer a basic introduction to the types of disciplines that are 

available. Lectio divina invites believers to begin with the Scriptures - a vital element in 

any attempt to introduce Baptists to new disciplines - and a commitment to listen to what 

God might speak through the Scriptures. Centering prayer builds naturally on lectio 

divina, with its fourth phase already inviting people into contemplation. These two 

practices would work well together and would provide persons a means of spending time 

Bass, 75-76. 

121 Ibid., 77. 
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each day listening for God's still, small voice. As these two practices then help 

individuals gain greater awareness of God's presence, journaling provides a resource for 

persons to reflect on how they perceive God's presence and work not only during times 

of reading and prayer, but through the ordinary events of the day. While journaling may 

not become a daily practice for many people, these three disciplines can work together in 

creating a daily rhythm through which people step away from activity in order to nurture 

their spiritual lives. 

In addition to necessary daily rhythms, Sabbath keeping invites believers to create 

and develop weekly patterns for resting and focusing on God's presence and goodness. 

By finding both daily and weekly patterns that help persons step away from the normal 

pressures and activity of life, believers can focus attention and energy on listening for 

God and being in God's presence. The goal, however, of all these practices is that 

persons become more sensitive to God not only while practicing the spiritual disciplines, 

but throughout the ordinary moments, days, and weeks of life. More than just making 

devotional time or Sabbath time special, these disciplines can create in believers a 

growing awareness of God's presence during even the routines and activities of daily life. 

For when Christians begin to pay attention to and notice God's activity and presence, we 

may say often with Jacob, "Surely the Lord is in this place - and I did not know it!" 

(Genesis 28:16). 



CHAPTER 4 

SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

Introduction 

Gathering and providing statistical data related to the spiritual lives and practices 

of individuals and congregations is a challenging task. People generally experience faith 

in deeply personal ways and have difficulty quantifying aspects of their relationship to 

God. For this thesis project, however, I developed a Spiritual Life Survey1 that provides 

a means to gain information and data about the spiritual practices of Briarcliff Baptist 

Church members as well to gauge the impact of the thesis project in the lives of the small 

group participants. After the eight small group participants had been selected, each of 

them completed the survey. They completed the survey again after finishing the thesis 

project in order to reveal whether any change or growth had taken place as a result of 

their involvement in the process. After the group members had been selected and 

completed their initial surveys, I also distributed the survey to the congregation over a 

several week period and gathered ninety-three completed surveys from the membership. 

The information from these congregational surveys provides a comparison to the surveys 

gathered from the group participants both before and after the thesis project. 

See Appendix A for a copy of the survey. 

84 



85 

This chapter discusses the limitations and weaknesses of the survey instrument 

used in this thesis project and then analyzes and evaluates what the data reveals about the 

spiritual depth and practices of the congregation at Briarcliff Baptist Church. It analyzes 

the pre-project survey data from the eight people selected for the process and compares 

their results to the rest of the church membership. Based on the post-project survey data, 

the chapter also highlights the progress made by the group as a result of their 

involvement in the thesis project. Finally, based on the data from the survey instrument, 

the chapter provides a summary of the impact that the thesis project had on the spiritual 

lives of the participants. 

Limitations of the Survey 

When developing the survey, I did research to discover whether other similar 

survey instruments might already exist. Very little material was available that provided 

examples of surveys related to spiritual disciplines and attentiveness to God. One 

research study provided ideas for several questions, but I developed the majority of the 

survey in order to gather the data needed for this thesis project. 

After tabulating the surveys from both the congregation and the thesis project 

group,3 I recognize several limitations of the survey and several areas where the survey 

would have been strengthened with different or clearer wording. In the first section that 

is focused on "Basic Information," question C invited respondents to state whether they 

2 Todd W. Hall and Keith J. Edwards, "The Spiritual Assessment Inventory: A 
Theistic Model and Measure for Assessing Spiritual Development," Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion 41:2 (June 2002): 354. 

See Appendix H for the tabulations of the survey. 
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were church members and for how long. I intended for this question to discover how 

long persons had been members of Briarcliff Baptist Church, but did not specify that 

clearly. After examining the responses, I realize that some people listed how long they 

had been members of this congregation and others listed the number of years that they 

had been a member of any church. For example, Briarcliff Baptist Church was formed in 

1958, but numerous persons stated that they had been church members for more than fifty 

years. They were obviously not referring specifically to their membership at Briarcliff. 

Several respondents wrote both the number of years at Briarcliff and the total number of 

years they had been members of any church. Because of the lack of clarity in the 

question and the inconsistency of answers, I acknowledge that any data gathered from 

this question is unusable. As a result, I have not included the data from this question in 

Appendix 2, though it would be safe to conclude from the responses I did receive that the 

strong majority of the respondents have been members of a church for at least forty years. 

In tabulating the surveys from the congregation, I also discovered that not 

everyone answered every question. Because I had copied the survey on the front and 

back of the page in order to save paper, a couple of people failed to answer the questions 

on the last page, which was on the back of the second sheet of paper. In addition, several 

respondents skipped a question or several questions. As a result, not every question 

includes answers from all ninety-three people taking the survey, but I have provided and 

analyzed the data based on those who did answer each question. 

Furthermore, in section II - "Spiritual Disciplines or Practices" - the survey 

provided six options for each discipline listed, but several respondents wrote in a note on 

their survey that suggested that there needed to be at least one more option. In addition to 
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having an option for daily and weekly practice of the various disciplines, it would have 

been helpful to offer an option for those who practice the disciplines several times a 

week. While some of the respondents could not honestly state that they practiced certain 

disciplines every day, they acknowledged that the "Weekly" option did not seem to be 

sufficient to describe their tendency to include certain disciplines in their schedule most 

days, though not every day, each week. 

I also recognize that some of the language used in the survey did not 

communicate clearly to all church members. In developing the survey, I chose terms 

such as "meditation," "contemplation," and "Sabbath rest" that are common in the 

literature of spiritual formation and in my own readings. I included them because these 

were terms I wanted to introduce during the thesis project. I also wanted to measure 

whether the thesis project participants made progress in integrating these practices 

because of their involvement in the process. A few individuals in the congregation 

skipped these questions, however, perhaps indicating that they were not sure what was 

meant by the question or the terminology. 

Finally, chapter one acknowledges that the size of the small group involved in this 

thesis project limits the scientific application of my pre-project and post-project data. As 

is noted in this chapter, the surveys reveal significant progress and growth between the 

initial survey and the one administered after completion of the thesis project. A sampling 

of eight participants, however, is not sufficient to draw any scientific conclusions. 

Because of the feedback received from the group members, I do believe that many others 

would benefit from being introduced to spiritual disciplines in a small group context. 

While I suspect that the data might remain similar given a larger number of participants, 
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any conclusions from this thesis project are based on a sampling too small for widespread 

or scientific application. 

Analysis of Congregational Survey 

General Information 

I developed this thesis project because of my perception that members of 

Briarcliff Baptist Church are not fully comfortable with contemplative approaches to the 

spiritual life and struggle to speak genuinely of ways they perceive God working in their 

lives daily. The survey distributed to the congregation yielded ninety-three completed 

surveys, and the results reinforce my perceptions. The survey provides much data, and 

there are many conclusions that could be drawn and be evaluated in other contexts. The 

remainder of this chapter, however, focuses on analyzing the portions of the survey that 

relate particularly to my initial hypothesis and to this thesis project. 

Given that the current average attendance at Briarcliff Baptist Church is 

approximately 170, including youth and children, ninety-three completed surveys in 

addition to the eight filled out by the group participants represents a good response from 

the adult members of the congregation. Furthermore, the answers provided in Section I, 

the "Basic Information" section reveal that respondents are reflective of the congregation 

as a whole. They were predominantly older, female, and faithful in their attendance to 

the church. Fifty percent of the respondents were at least seventy-five years old, and 

91% of the respondents were forty-five years old or older. This is an accurate picture of 

the current demographics of the congregation. In addition, 71% of those filling out 

surveys were female. Of those who responded, 98% were members. Approximately 

80% percent claimed to attend both Sunday School and worship, and 86% acknowledged 
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attending the church almost weekly. Furthermore, 59% of respondents have served in a 

leadership role in the last five years, and 86% claimed that their faith is very important to 

them. 

Taken together, these responses indicate that those who responded to the survey 

tend to be long-time, faithful church members and leaders who are very active in the life 

of the church. Though 30% acknowledged that their involvement had decreased in the 

last five years, the strong majority of these were in the oldest age category and have had 

to limit their activity due to aging and health concerns. By and large, the respondents 

have deep roots in the church and have in most cases developed strong spiritual lives. As 

a result, it is not surprising that the members of the congregation demonstrate a fairly 

strong commitment to church involvement and to basic spiritual practices. 

Spiritual Practices 

In Section II of the survey that focused on "Spiritual Practices," 52% of 

respondents acknowledged that they set aside a "quiet time" or time alone with God 

daily, and 70% claimed to have such a time at least weekly. Not surprisingly, 86% stated 

that they pray daily, and another 8% marked that pray at least weekly. Thirty-seven 

percent claimed to read their Bible daily. This is significantly lower than those who 

acknowledged praying daily, but 74% stated that they spend time in Bible reading at least 

weekly. 

Fasting is not a practice deemed valuable within the congregation. Eighty-three 

percent of the congregation admitted that they never practice fasting. Similarly, few 

people in the church claimed to practice journaling on a regular basis. Seventy-six 

percent stated that they never practice journaling, and only 7% asserted that they journal 



at least weekly. Those making time for quiet meditation was greater than those who used 

journaling, but the data reveals a significant drop from those who made regular time for 

prayer and Bible study. While 86% prayed daily, only 41% left time for quiet meditation 

each day. Another 20% practiced quiet meditation at least weekly, but 27% claimed that 

they never leave time for quiet meditation or do so only a few times a year. This is far 

greater than the number of respondents who chose "Never" or "Few times a year" for 

prayer or Bible study. 

The lack of regular journaling among members combined with the data related to 

the practice of quiet meditation would seem to support my initial assessment that 

members of Briarcliff Baptist Church are less comfortable with listening to God through 

more contemplative approaches to faith. The validity of this perception is supported 

further in question D in Section II that asked people to mark which elements of prayer 

they regularly include. While over 90% noted that they regularly included thanksgiving 

and intercession, over 80% included confession and petition, and another 70% 

incorporated praise when they pray, only 35% left time for silent contemplation or 

listening. While the word "contemplation" may not have been clear to many of those 

involved at Briarcliff Baptist Church, this data suggests that those involved in the 

congregation have not found silence, contemplation, and listening to be as natural or 

important in their spiritual lives. 

Spiritual Sensitivity 

In Section III, "Spiritual Sensitivity," the responses of the congregation also 

demonstrate that most respondents have a well-developed and deep faith; however, the 

answers to several questions still suggest that the respondents have not developed 
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contemplative practices. The strong majority (70%) of those who completed the survey 

acknowledged in question A that they see evidence of God in daily life "always" or 

"more often than not." Question F asked a similar question, and 55% claimed that at the 

end of the day, they are "always" or "more often than not" aware that God has been 

active that day. Questions H and I asked respondents to reflect on whether they seek 

God's guidance when making decisions and whether they are aware of God's presence in 

times of need. The language of these questions is used commonly and frequently in most 

Baptist churches, so the high percentage of positive responses to these questions likewise 

reflects a group of people firmly rooted in faith and the church. For question H, 73% 

expressed that they seek God's guidance when making decisions "always" or "more often 

than not," and another 20% claimed that they do so sometimes. Similarly, in question I, a 

very strong 80% affirmed that they are "always" or "more often than not" aware that God 

tends to them in times of need. 

Significantly, however, in questions D and E that asked more directly about 

experiences of God during prayer and Bible study, one can see a significantly lower 

number of people answering "always" and "more often than not." When asked whether 

they hear God's still, small voice when they are praying, only 7% acknowledged that this 

happens always and 16 % claimed to have this experience "more often than not." In 

contrast, 64% asserted that they hear God's voice in prayer only "sometimes" or 

"occasionally," while 14% stated that this never happens for them. Question E asked 

whether individuals experience God's self-revelation when reading the Bible. The 

responses show a slightly higher percentage answering "more often than not" (32% for 

Bible reading versus 16% who hear God's voice during prayer), but still include a 
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significant percentage who stated that they do not experience God's self-revelation 

"always" or "more often than not" when reading the Bible. Only 8% claimed to have this 

experience always, while 47% marked that discover God's self-revelation in Bible 

reading "sometimes" or "occasionally." Another 13% claimed that this never occurs for 

them. 

Evaluation 

An examination of this data suggests that while a majority of the congregation 

recognizes the importance of prayer and Bible study on a daily basis or at least a regular 

basis, a significant percentage of the respondents still struggle to experience God in a 

personal and living way in their prayer lives and Bible reading. Those completing the 

survey do demonstrate a deep commitment to church involvement, and many have spent 

years as active church members within the Baptist tradition. Many still lack, however, an 

ongoing awareness of God's presence and revelation in the midst of daily life and still 

struggle to sense God's presence even through the most common spiritual disciplines of 

prayer and Bible study. It was this conviction that caused me to begin exploring spiritual 

disciplines and methods that have historically helped others become more sensitive to 

God's living presence, and my desire to help persons grow more attentive to God became 

the motivation and rationale for the development of this thesis project. 

Analysis of the Pre-project Survey of Group Participants 

General Information 

Because of a conscious effort to recruit an equal number of males and females for 

the small group and to include a diversity of ages, the age demographics of the thesis 

project group do not reflect the same percentages as the congregation as a whole. Only 
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one person in the group fell into the seventy-five and older group while half of the group 

members were between fifty-five and sixty-four. There were also three participants 

under age fifty-four (37.5% of the group), a higher ratio than the 25% percent of the 

congregational respondents who were under age fifty-four. 

In addition to having a younger demographic in the group than exists in the 

congregation as a whole, several thesis project participants acknowledged during 

meetings that they were not active in Christian churches during their childhood or youth. 

Two of them have become Christians and joined Briarcliff Baptist Church by baptism 

during my seven-year tenure at the church, and a third became a Christian as an adult as 

well. One of those grew up in a Jewish family, and another was born in India in a family 

that was Hindu. The third grew up in Atlanta and occasionally attended Christian 

churches with family members, but had never been active in a church before joining 

Briarcliff. 

Because of the younger demographic in the thesis project group, time factors have 

undoubtedly played a role in their development of spiritual disciplines. Though not 

evident in the survey itself, seven of the eight group participants continue to work jobs 

and have less free time than the majority of the congregation members who are retired. 

Five of the eight also have children living at home, a reality that obviously affects the 

amount of quiet time available during the course of daily schedules. 

Given these dynamics, I was not completely surprised to see that the small 

group's pre-project survey results actually reveal less experience with spiritual disciplines 

and a lower awareness of God's activity than the rest of the congregation. Though their 

attendance patterns mirror the rest of the congregation very closely, their answers in 



sections II and III generally demonstrate less commitment to the spiritual disciplines and 

lower sensitivity to God's presence and self-revelation. 

Spiritual Practices 

In terms of quiet times, Bible reading, and prayer, the pre-project survey reveals 

in the group participants a much lower commitment to the daily practice of these 

disciplines than exists in the rest of the congregation. Only 12.5% of the group claimed 

to take time daily for a quiet time before the thesis project compared to 52% of the 

church members. In addition, 12.5% of thesis project participants made time daily for 

Bible study, while 37% of the congregation claimed to read the Bible daily. Similarly, 

86% of the congregation acknowledged making time for daily prayer compared to 62.5% 

of the thesis project group in the pre-project survey. The difference is even more 

pronounced on the question related to quiet meditation. Though the percentage of the 

congregation utilizing meditation at least weekly (61%) is lower than the percentage 

making time for Bible study and prayer at least weekly (74% and 93% respectively), an 

even smaller percentage of the thesis project group made time for meditation at least 

weekly (25%) before beginning the process. 

In addition, though I think that the terminology of "Sabbath rest" was confusing 

and may not have produced fully accurate data, the thesis project group also shows 

significantly less commitment to a rhythm of Sabbath rest. While 60% of the 

congregation claimed to maintain a pattern of Sabbath rest at least weekly, only 25% of 

the thesis project group did so. Fifty percent of the group acknowledged in the initial 

survey that they never included a rhythm of Sabbath rest in their schedules. 
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Spiritual Sensitivity 

Interestingly, half of the thesis project group admitted in Section II, question D, 

that they included contemplation as a regular element in their praying, compared to 35% 

of the general congregation. In section III, "Spiritual Sensitivity," however, the 

members of the thesis project group still demonstrated slightly less awareness of God's 

presence than those in the general congregation. On six of the eleven questions in this 

section, no one in the thesis project group marked "always" to describe their experience 

of God. This included questions about seeing evidence of God in daily life, sensing 

God's presence when praying, sensing God amidst normal routines, hearing God's still, 

small voice when praying, being aware that God prompts them to act, and being satisfied 

with their relationship with God. Though the number of group members who answered 

"more often than not" and "sometimes" tended to mirror the congregational data fairly 

closely, a noticeable gap exists between the two groups on questions C and D. When 

asked whether they sense God's presence while going about their normal routines, half of 

the thesis project group selected "occasionally" and another member chose "never." 

Only 25% of the congregation selected one of these two answers that were the lowest 

options on the survey. Similarly, on the question asking whether they heard God's still, 

small voice during prayer, 37.5% of the thesis project participants acknowledged that 

they never have such an experience while just 14% of the congregation marked this 

answer. 

Evaluation 

This data also supports the perceptions that motivated me to develop this thesis 

project. In the congregation as a whole, and especially in the small group, the survey 



data reveals that significant numbers of members do struggle to sense God's presence 

daily and to listen for God in prayer and Bible study. The people who agreed to 

participate in this thesis project thus provided a good test group and an excellent 

opportunity to discover whether introducing church members to spiritual disciplines 

could help them engage God through prayer and Bible study and become more sensitive 

to the movement of God's Spirit. 

Analysis of the Post-project Survey of Group Participants 

General Information 

During the course of the thesis project, the participants articulated genuine 

excitement about the process and expressed a growing interest in the spiritual disciplines 

oilectio divina, centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping. While not every 

person found personal benefit in each of the disciplines, each member of the group 

completed the survey again after finishing the thesis project, and the overall statistical 

data from the post-project survey indicates clear spiritual growth. The data suggests that 

the group made significant progress both in the development of spiritual practices and in 

gaining greater sensitivity to God's presence and guidance. 

The responses to several questions highlight the statistical progress made by the 

participants during the thesis project. In Section I, question F, relating to the importance 

of one's faith, all eight group members marked "very important" after the process, while 

two people had marked "somewhat important" in the pre-project survey. In addition, one 

of the two participants who had been attending worship only before the process had 

begun attending Sunday School as well, and the one person who attended once or twice a 
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month was, by the second survey, attending almost weekly. In both cases, this represents 

an increased level of church involvement. 

Spiritual Practices 

In the questions about "Spiritual Practices" in Section II, the group demonstrated 

greater frequency in the integration of every spiritual discipline except fasting - a 

discipline not addressed during the course of the thesis project. In question II A about 

having a quiet time to be alone with God, six members of the group marked "daily," and 

the other two selected "weekly." In the pre-project test, only one person marked "daily," 

four selected "weekly," and the other three made quiet time to be alone with God less 

than weekly. In terms of Bible reading, the post-project survey likewise suggests greater 

frequency in integrating this practice. Half of the group stated after the thesis project that 

they read the Bible daily and the other half claimed to do so at least weekly. This reflects 

progress compared to one person who marked "daily," five who chose "weekly," and two 

persons claimed to read the Bible two or three times a month in the pre-project test. 

Furthermore, in these questions about time alone with God and Bible reading, the second 

survey reveals that after the thesis project a greater percentage of the group participants 

selected "daily" and "weekly" than the rest of the congregation. This represents both 

growth personally as well as improvement when compared to the data from the 

congregational survey. 

The post-project survey data also indicates that the participants have moved 

toward greater frequency in including the disciplines of prayer and meditation on a 

regular basis. All eight participants stated in the pre-project test that they prayed at least 

weekly, but two of the individuals who had marked "weekly" in the pre-project survey 
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marked "daily" in the post-project survey, meaning that seven of the eight claimed to 

pray daily after the process. On this question, the group's percentages after the group 

process resemble the percentages from the congregation survey fairly closely. In terms of 

quiet meditation, however, the post-project survey indicates that the group members have 

begun to make time for meditation at a far greater frequency than they did before the 

thesis project and more often than the rest of the congregation. Before the thesis project, 

only 25% of the group practiced quiet meditation at least weekly while after the thesis 

project, half of the group claimed to make time for meditation daily and another 37.5% 

included meditation weekly. These percentages are slightly higher than the rest of the 

congregation in both categories. After the process, all eight participants reported 

practicing meditation at least two or three times a month while 27% of the congregation 

stated that they never practice quiet meditation or do so only a few times a year. 

Similarly, in Question D in Section II about elements included in prayer, six participants 

included contemplation regularly in their praying as compared to four people in the pre-

project survey. 

Together, these responses indicate significant progress in the integration of 

spiritual disciplines. After the thesis project, the group members had made a greater 

commitment both to traditional disciplines of prayer and Bible study as well more 

contemplative practices of meditation and contemplation. Instead of lagging behind the 

congregation, the post-project survey data reveals that the group had equaled or exceeded 

the congregational commitment to these disciplines. 

In terms of spiritual practices, the post-project survey reveals that the greatest 

statistical improvement occurred in the practice of journaling. Seventy-six percent of the 



congregation stated that they never practice journaling, and the pre-project test revealed 

that 63.5% of the group members never included journaling in their spiritual lives. By 

the end of the thesis project, however, all eight individuals reported using journaling at 

least a few times a month, three now claimed that they journal at least weekly, and three 

included journaling as a daily discipline. 

I was also interested by the answers to the question about Sabbath rest in the post-

project survey. This discipline evoked significant discussion and interest during the 

meetings of the group. As a result, the survey data indicates that participants are making 

progress in including Sabbath patterns in their schedules. After the process, half of the 

group claimed to make time for Sabbath rest on at least a weekly basis, while two others 

marked "monthly" or "2-3 times a month." Two still marked "never" in the post-project 

survey; though one of those individuals wrote a note on that survey that said, "Working 

on this," indicating a commitment to create some new Sabbath patterns. 

Spiritual Sensitivity 

In Section III, "Spiritual Sensitivity," the responses in the post-project survey 

likewise indicate statistical progress on all eleven questions. Three questions addressed 

sensitivity to God's presence, and significant statistical progress is evident on each one. 

Notably, on question A, respondents were asked whether they see evidence of God at 

work in their lives daily, and 62.5% of the group participants marked "always" after the 

thesis project. None of the group selected "always" before the process. Question C 

asked a similar question - whether persons sense God's presence when going about 

normal routines - and the responses again indicate a greater awareness of God's 

presence. Sixty-two and a half percent claimed this to be true "more often than not," and 
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the other 37.5% stated that they have this experience "sometimes." This marks a strong 

improvement from the pre-project survey where 12.5% selected "never," 50% chose 

"occasionally," 25% said "sometimes," and only 12.5% selected "more often than not" 

on Question C. Question F asked respondents whether, at the end of the day, they are 

aware that God has been active in their lives that day. After learning the four disciplines, 

half of the group noted that this is "always" the case, and another 25% stated that this is 

true "more often than not." This is a marked improvement over the pre-project survey 

where only one person selected "always" and 37.5% chose "more often than not." The 

post-project responses also indicate a statistically greater awareness of God's presence on 

each question than was evident in the responses of the congregation as a whole. 

The same dynamics appear in the questions related to being aware of God's 

presence while practicing the spiritual disciplines of prayer and Bible study. Questions B 

and D in section III asked respectively about sensing God's presence during prayer and 

hearing God's still, small voice during prayer. On question B, half of the participants 

claimed to sense God's presence in prayer "more often than not" after the thesis project 

and another 37.5% selected "sometimes." Though no one claimed this experience 

"always" in either survey, this compares to 25% who marked "more often than not" and 

12.5% who chose "sometimes" in the pre-project survey. Question D reveals similar 

progress in hearing God's still, small voice in prayer. Eighty-seven and a half percent of 

the group noted in the post-project survey that they hear God's voice "sometimes" or 

"more often than not" while only half of the group selected these answers in the pre-

project survey. 
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In question E, participants were asked about their experience of God's self-

revelation during Bible reading. In the second survey, half of the group members 

claimed that this occurs "more often than not," compared to 25% before the thesis 

project. Though one member claimed in the first survey that this never takes place, no 

one selected "never" on the post-project survey. Thus, based on the post-project survey 

data, the group participants do reflect a growing ability to sense God's presence while in 

prayer or Bible study, fulfilling one of my goals in introducing the group to the 

disciplines of lectio divina and centering prayer. 

Summary and Conclusion 

Though spiritual awareness and growth is inherently difficult to quantify, the data 

collected from the Spiritual Life Survey developed for this thesis project indicates that 

the introduction of particular spiritual disciplines did encourage and facilitate spiritual 

progress in the lives of the thesis project participants. In both the actual practices of the 

spiritual disciplines and the sensitivity to God, participants demonstrate notable progress 

between the pre-project survey and the post-project survey. Though they lagged behind 

the congregation in most areas of the initial survey, their second survey indicates that 

they had equaled or surpassed the congregation in most areas addressed by the survey. 

The post-project survey was completed soon after the completion of the thesis 

project and certainly does not guarantee that the participants will maintain these practices 

over a long period of time. The statistical improvement that is evident after a three-

month process of learning about and integrating these spiritual practices certainly 

suggests, however, that introducing a group of church members to a series of spiritual 

disciplines can have a positive impact. This thesis project seems to have encouraged this 



group of members to make the commitment to these particular spiritual practices, 

particularly regular patterns of Bible study, prayer and contemplation, journaling, and 

Sabbath keeping. 

Even more importantly, though, developing these patterns has helped the 

participants develop a greater sensitivity to God's presence and activity even throughout 

the normal moments and routines of life. In addition to having more regular experiences 

of God's presence or self-revelation through Bible study and prayer, the survey indicates 

that the participants have become more attentive to the evidence of God's presence in 

their daily lives and are more likely to sense God's presence even during the normal 

routines of life. In this sense, the data suggests that the thesis project successfully 

achieved the goal of helping people to develop spiritual disciplines that have made them 

more aware of God's presence and activity. 



CHAPTER 5 

EVALUATION AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE THESIS PROJECT 

Introduction 

In the three churches that I have served as pastor, I have been blessed to minister 

alongside some remarkable Christian people. Many of these church members are good 

students of the Bible and are capable of discussing and interpreting the Scriptures in 

depth. They demonstrate compassion and sensitivity in responding to people in need and 

in crisis. They possess a variety of leadership skills that they invest generously in the 

church. They hold to a strong faith and can often talk intelligently about their theological 

beliefs. I have discovered, however, that while these members are comfortable talking 

about many areas of their faith and beliefs, they often struggle when asked to discuss the 

ways they see God actively working in their lives in the present tense. 

While leading prayer groups and Bible studies, I have often asked the participants 

to share things for which they are thankful. People generally have little trouble 

discussing the blessings they have experienced or the good things that have happened in 

their lives. On occasion, however, I have asked groups to answer a slightly different 

question: "Where have you seen God at work in your life this week?" When asked that 

question, an awkward silence often follows. While the question may ask for sharing that 

is more personal than many people are willing to offer in a group setting, I have 
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discovered that asking the same question in one-on-one conversations with parishioners 

often creates the same kind of discomfort and confusion. 

Some exceptions certainly exist. In times of grief or tragedy, many church 

members are comfortable talking about how they feel God's presence and strength during 

their dark days, but I have found myself intrigued by and concerned about the inability of 

many believers to talk comfortably about God's day-to-day presence and activity in the 

ordinary times of life. It seems clear that these believers are not lacking in faith. In many 

cases, they communicate and demonstrate a deep trust that God will provide and care for 

them. At the same time, however, it has been my experience that many Christians these 

days simply struggle to talk comfortably and naturally about the ways God is working 

and revealing God's presence moment-by-moment in their lives. 

While this is certainly not the case for every Christian or every church, this 

recognition stirred in me a growing desire to examine my work as a pastor and how I 

might pay more attention to my role as a spiritual guide for the congregation and the 

individuals within it. This thesis project was developed in hopes of providing tools for a 

group of church members that could help them develop more comfort in a contemplative 

posture. I hoped also that greater comfort in listening to God through prayer, Bible study, 

and other spiritual disciplines would facilitate a greater sensitivity to the presence and 

movement of God in the midst of the normal activities of daily life. 

Based on the statistical data collected through the survey and the information 

shared by the group members during the meetings and the post-project interviews, the 

thesis project did prove effective in achieving both goals: encouraging participants to 

develop new spiritual disciplines and helping them become more spiritually sensitive to 
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God's presence. The survey data described in Chapter Four indicates that they made 

improvements both in the integrating of spiritual disciplines and their awareness of God's 

presence and guidance. Furthermore, the strong majority of those involved in the process 

stated clearly in the post-project interviews that they had experienced spiritual growth 

and progress as a result of the spiritual disciplines, the group experience, and the other 

elements of the thesis project. 

In this chapter, I provide an evaluation of the thesis project. This includes a 

summary of the reflections shared by the participants about their experience with the 

spiritual disciplines and whether they have grown in their spiritual sensitivity. One 

section acknowledges areas where the thesis project might have been more effective or 

could be improved in the future. This chapter also examines the potential implications 

and future value of this thesis project for Briarcliff Baptist Church and other churches 

within the moderate Baptist tradition. Based on the experience and suggestions of this 

thesis project group, the chapter then affirms the conclusion that introducing other church 

members to spiritual disciplines such as lectio divina, centering prayer, journaling, and 

Sabbath keeping can provide a spiritual spark both to individuals and to congregations. 

Evaluation of the Thesis Project 

Introduction 

After completing the thesis project, I set up individual interviews with each 

participant.1 These interviews allowed each person to share their evaluation of the 

process, the value they found in the spiritual disciplines, and their awareness of God's 

1 For the list of questions asked in the post-project interview, see Appendix I. 



106 

presence in their lives. As would be expected, group members had differing experiences 

of the process and the disciplines, but they all acknowledged that being introduced to the 

selected spiritual disciplines yielded some positive impact on their spiritual lives.2 

Each person was asked how his or her spiritual life had been changed by 

participation in the thesis project. Four individuals spoke about dramatic or profound 

spiritual changes they had experienced. One woman stated that her involvement had 

changed her spiritual life dramatically while one man affirmed that his whole life had 

changed because of his growing awareness of God's presence in his life. He noted, 

"Before, the various parts of life felt separated - home life and work life and church life -

but this has brought them all together."3 A woman described how much her prayer life 

had changed and how much more she now trusts God to care for the details of her life. 

Another man noted that before the process, God was someone he thought about on 

Sunday mornings and when it was time to say a blessing at mealtime. As a result of the 

thesis project, he claimed that he is in touch with God every day. 

Though not every person experienced such dramatic progress or change, all 

participants found some benefit in the disciplines and the group experience. Participants 

acknowledged that the thesis project had helped them begin moving in the right direction 

or had provided a few more methods to use in relating to God. One spoke of being more 

aware of God and another mentioned the benefit of learning to be quiet and make space 

for listening for God. Every person acknowledged that he or she had grown more aware 

Appendix J contains a summary of the responses given by the participants during 
the post-project interview. 

3 See Appendix J. This response is found in Question 4B by Participant 2. 
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of the value of making time for God, and each person had discovered at least one spiritual 

discipline to be personally beneficial. A strong majority also acknowledged that they had 

gained a greater sensitivity to God's activity and guidance. 

Spiritual Disciplines 

Based on the feedback received, the thesis project did serve a valuable and 

effective role in helping the participants develop spiritual disciplines. All persons are 

unique and relate to God in unique and personal ways, and therefore, not every person 

found each of the four disciplines to be valuable. Every person did find, however, at least 

one of the disciplines to be helpful in the development of their spiritual lives. When 

asked which discipline or disciplines they found most helpful, each of the four disciplines 

was named by at least one member of the group. Similarly, when asked to identify which 

practice they found least helpful every discipline except Sabbath keeping was mentioned 

by at least one person. 

Lectio divina 

Three of the participants listed lectio divina when asked to name the disciplines 

that have been the most beneficial to their spiritual lives, and three others spoke very 

positively about their experience with lectio divina. One of those who did not find it very 

valuable admitted that his difficulty may have had more to do with his own struggle to 

carve out sufficient time for the practice and his tendency to approach Scripture as a 

source for knowledge rather than as a personal word from God. For the majority of the 

group, however, the four stages of lectio divina {lectio, meditatio, oratio, and 



contemplatio ) offered a very meaningful order or pattern to pay attention to Scripture 

and to listen for God's voice speaking through the passage. One participant stated that 

through lectio divina, the Scriptures "really opened up to me at a very personal level."5 

Many of the group noted that this practice has helped them find themselves in the 

Scriptures and has helped them discover that the Bible often speaks to them. 

Centering prayer 

At the beginning of the thesis project, I assumed that centering prayer might be 

the most difficult discipline for many of the participants to understand and integrate. 

While writers like Tilden Edwards argue that contemplation and centering prayer are 

meant for all people and are not reserved only for a select few,6 the experience of 

centering prayer varied significantly for participants in this small group. Two persons 

mentioned centering prayer when asked to name the one or two disciplines they found 

most beneficial, and another three individuals spoke positively about their experience 

with centering prayer, noting that this practice helped them focus on God and provided 

meaningful opportunities to enjoy being in God's presence. 

Three participants, however, listed this as the least beneficial or most challenging 

discipline. These persons acknowledged that they were struggling to integrate this 

practice, found it very difficult, and had not gotten the knack of this one yet. While they 

Chapter 3 describes the stages in depth, beginning on page 57 of this project thesis. 

5 See Appendix J. This response is found in Question 4A, by Participant 3. 

Tilden Edwards, Living in the Presence: Spiritual Exercises to Open Our Lives to 
the Awareness of God (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995), 2. 
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were trying to become more comfortable with centering prayer, they had not yet had felt 

like they were hearing God even when using the methods suggested with this discipline. 

Even those who found centering prayer difficult, though, spoke of wanting to continue to 

work at this practice, and overall the participants responded positively to this discipline. 

Journaling 

As noted in Chapter Four, the survey revealed clearly that journaling has not been 

a common practice for members of Briarcliff Baptist Church, including the majority of 

those in the thesis project group. After the process, however, the participants' 

appreciation for and commitment to journaling grew significantly. Five of the eight 

participants had very positive comments about their experience with this discipline. One 

woman who had practiced journaling before acknowledged that being asked to journal 

specifically about where she had seen or experienced God at work had given a new focus 

to her journal writing. Several noted that they were finding particular value in using their 

journals as a means of continuing reflection and meditation on their Scripture reading. 

Two people listed journaling among the most beneficial or helpful of the disciplines 

introduced. Only one person listed it as the least beneficial practice, but he stated clearly 

that he found all four disciplines to be extremely helpful and that journaling was simply 

less helpful to him when compared to the other three. This discipline, then, has become 

very significant to the strong majority of participants and is one that all of them have said 

they can see the potential value and will continue to practice and develop. 

Sabbath keeping 

The response of the group members to the concept of Sabbath keeping was 

fascinating, and conversations during the group meetings about this practice were full of 
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energy. Though several admitted to growing up in homes where there were strict rules 

about what activities were allowed on Sunday, few in the group had given much thought 

in their adult years to the concept of Sabbath rest as a regular weekly rhythm. Because 

seven people are still working and five of them still have children living at home, the 

majority of this thesis project group live with a constant struggle to balance schedules and 

to make any time for meaningful spiritual rest. As a result, the discussion of creating 

rhythms and patterns for Sabbath keeping stirred a great deal of interest, excitement, 

discussion, and thought. 

In the post-project interviews, every participant stated that they found great value 

in the practice of Sabbath keeping. Three individuals listed this discipline as one of the 

most helpful among the four that were introduced. Several spoke with great energy about 

creating patterns to focus on God, including three persons who spoke of really liking or 

loving their growing understanding of this practice. One man, in discussing the weekend 

retreat that provided a significant Sabbath experience, admitted that he could not 

remember the last time he had spent that much time by himself and for himself. 

No one in the group listed Sabbath keeping as the least beneficial discipline 

introduced during this thesis project. One man admitted that he was struggling to 

determine how to integrate this concept for himself and his family, but was committed to 

developing new patterns and rhythms. Another man stated that he could not really see 

how this could be realistic in the schedule he kept. Though he said he appreciated the 

concept, it did not seem particularly realistic to him. With this one exception, though, the 

group members have all voiced a significant commitment to discover and create Sabbath 

rhythms that can be life-giving for themselves and their families. 
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I have been tremendously pleased by the way the group members responded to 

each of the spiritual disciplines introduced during this thesis project and believe that 

every person is genuinely seeking to integrate several of these four disciplines on a 

regular basis. Even more importantly, the strong majority grew in their appreciation for 

the value of spiritual disciplines and practices. Recognizing that being in a small group 

where people find safety discussing their spiritual lives could itself promote spiritual 

growth, I asked participants during the post-project interview whether any spiritual 

growth they had experienced during the process resulted more from the development of 

the spiritual disciplines or from their experience in the small group. One person stated 

that he benefited more from the group discussion and sharing, and two noted that they 

could not really separate the impact in order to choose one as more important than the 

other. The other five, however, stated clearly their belief that their growth and progress 

resulted more from the disciplines than the group. While every one of those five affirmed 

that the group discussions augmented the learning of the disciplines and provided a 

valuable resource in allowing them to share with others, they noted strongly that they 

benefited greatly from being introduced to spiritual disciplines in general and to these 

four disciplines in particular. They noted, furthermore, that they would continue to 

integrate these spiritual practices in seeking to deepen their spiritual lives. While the 

majority of participants articulated their perception that their spiritual growth occurred as 

a result of the disciplines, this concept has not, however, been tested scientifically 

through the use of a control group. 
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Spiritual Sensitivity 

Encouraging participants to develop a stronger commitment to the integration of 

spiritual disciplines was certainly one important goal in this thesis project. The process 

was conceived, however, with a conviction that developing spiritual disciplines would 

also facilitate a greater spiritual sensitivity to God's presence during the ordinary 

moments of daily life. Based on the insights shared during the post-project interviews, 

the spiritual disciplines combined with the sharing in the small group did indeed 

accomplish the goal of encouraging a growing spiritual awareness among participants. 

When asked whether they were more aware of God's presence and activity in 

their daily lives than they were before the process, all participants claimed to have made 

progress. One woman admitted that she struggled to answer this question, but was 

making a conscious effort "to give God more credit rather than attributing some things to 

circumstances. I'm a little more aware of trying to make time or stopping to think about 

what God would want me to do." She also recognized that she was certainly more aware 

of making time for God or stopping to think about what God would want her to do. 

The remainder of the participants all spoke even more positively about the 

progress made during the thesis project. When asked whether they were more aware of 

God's presence,.four people answered with words such as "definitely," "without a 

doubt," and "absolutely.' One stated that this process and the disciplines filled a big gap 

in her life, and another noted, "My whole thinking has changed. I have learned through 

See Appendix J. This response is found in Question 14, Participant 7. 

See Appendix J, Question 14. 
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the disciplines to be sensitive to his presence and to quiet myself down. It has brought 

me to a new realization of who God is and who I am."9 One person said, "I've made 

more time when I'm quiet to try to feel God's presence or to pay attention more to God as 

opposed to the random thoughts going through my head, and every day I'm able to come 

back throughout the day and incorporate having the presence of God with me."10 

Through the group meetings and the post-project interviews, participants 

discussed very openly the ways that their lives and daily patterns have been affected 

through the development of spiritual practices. During one of the group meetings, one 

woman in particular shared that becoming more comfortable with prayer and 

contemplation had transformed her commute time to and from work. She confessed that 

she used to hate the time she spent fighting traffic into and out of downtown Atlanta, but 

as the thesis project unfolded, she found herself using that time to pray and be present to 

God. As a result, she finds herself now enjoying those hours in traffic and appreciating 

her awareness of God's presence in those times and through the rest of the day. 

Though certainly difficult to measure, the participants did speak with greater 

comfort about their awareness of God's presence and the way that the spiritual disciplines 

had helped them learn to listen to God and be more attentive to God. I found it very 

encouraging to hear individuals talking about gaining a clearer realization of who God is 

and how practicing these disciplines had helped create a growing trust in God. One 

woman stated that she had been learning that she cannot fix everything and must allow 

See Appendix J. This response is found in Question 14, Participant 2. 

See Appendix J. This response is found in Question 14, Participant 3. 
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God room to do God's work. Another man noted that he had become much more 

comfortable quieting himself down to listen to God and affirmed that he now finds great 

joy in resting in God's presence. Most importantly, most of the group spoke about how 

making time daily to develop the spiritual disciplines had indeed produced not only more 

meaningful devotional times, but had also helped them recognize God's presence 

throughout their daily schedules. In this sense, the thesis project did prove effective in 

encouraging and facilitating spiritual sensitivity among the participants. 

Potential Improvements for the Thesis Project 

Though the group participants found much valuable and helpful in the thesis 

project as designed and implemented, several suggestions were offered that might have 

strengthened the thesis project. First, several people commented that beginning this 

process in October meant that they were asked to make time to develop disciplines during 

the busy Thanksgiving and Christmas seasons. Though two people commented during 

the retreat that they enjoyed having the end-of-project retreat fall in early January where 

it provided spiritual revitalization at the beginning of a calendar year, it would be 

preferable to begin this process at a time of year when major holidays would not provide 

as much distraction. 

Recognizing that the thesis project overlapped two holidays and may have 

affected their ability to focus at points in the process, two persons wondered whether they 

might have been more effective in integrating each discipline if they had been given four 

weeks instead of three between the group meetings. Because group members were 

assigned significant amounts of reading between meetings while trying to develop the 

practices, these two individuals wondered if an extra week might have provided a greater 



115 

opportunity to comprehend the readings and become more comfortable with each 

practice. One of the two did suggest, however, that if there were a longer period between 

group meetings, he believed a second individual meeting with the pastor would be 

necessary to ensure accountability for the participants. 

While providing extra time between group meetings could be helpful to some 

participants, such a change raises other potential difficulties. Given the importance of 

building trust and connectedness in the small group, meeting once every four weeks 

raises a risk that the group would find it more difficult to build the trusting environment. 

Though the thesis project was focused on teaching disciplines, the small group sharing 

did provide a safe place where people could feel comfortable sharing both their positive 

and negative experiences with the spiritual disciplines. Meeting less often might affect 

the group dynamics and would raise issues of consistency and accountability for the 

participants. Though the suggestion about giving an extra week between meetings makes 

some sense and would provide more time for reading and practice of the disciplines, it 

seems unlikely that extra time between meetings would improve the process in any 

significant way. 

Adding extra time to the retreat would, however, be an excellent way to improve 

the thesis project. Several individuals expressed a desire for a longer retreat. One of the 

concerns voiced during the discussion of Sabbath rhythms was the recognition that it is 

often difficult to carve out time amidst the pressures of life. The majority of the group 

admitted that they seldom make time for themselves. Given that they had made the effort 

to arrange schedules to get away from home, several would have liked the retreat to last 

longer. While everyone enjoyed the opportunity to spend time alone with God, many felt 
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at the end of the retreat that they were just beginning to relax and reach a point where 

they could be quiet enough to hear God's still, small voice. Adding another night and the 

resulting extra periods of quiet would have been very beneficial in allowing group 

members to practice the disciplines and to experience true Sabbath rest. 

Implications of the Thesis Project 

While Briarcliff Baptist Church has long made a strong commitment to weekly 

Sunday School classes for all ages, much of the Bible study has been focused on helping 

members gain biblical knowledge and make practical applications for daily life. 

Assuming that the experience of the thesis project group does represent at some level that 

of the broader congregation, the church's discipleship efforts have not devoted sufficient 

attention to spiritual formation and to helping members learn to listen to God through 

prayer, Bible study, and contemplative practices. The members involved in this process 

had not received training or encouragement in learning to pray or to listen for God 

through Scripture reading. Many of them confessed that before the thesis project they 

struggled with prayer, with listening to God, and with the expectation that God would 

speak to them when they read the Bible. 

Though the survey data described in Chapter Four indicates that the individuals 

chosen for the thesis project were not as active with spiritual disciplines or as spiritually 

sensitive as the rest of the congregation, they seem to provide a fairly representative 

sample of the kinds of people who are active at Briarcliff Baptist Church or other 

churches in the moderate Baptist tradition. They come from a variety of backgrounds. 

Some have been lifelong members of a church, and others have entered the church in 
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recent years. Some had demonstrated significant maturity in their faith, and others 

admitted that they were not very satisfied with their relationship with God. 

Like many who have been involved in traditional Baptist churches in recent years, 

none of the group had much experience with contemplative spiritual disciplines. Though 

jouraaling was familiar to three of the participants, the participants had little or no 

background with lectio divina or centering prayer. None of the group had given much 

intentional thought to the idea or value of Sabbath rest as a regular and vital rhythm. 

The results of this thesis project indicate, however, that an intentional effort to 

provide instruction and experience in contemplative spiritual practices can be a very 

effective method for helping church members gain spiritual depth, discipline, and 

sensitivity. By the end of the process, participants had experienced spiritual growth 

because they had learned and incorporated the disciplines of lectio divina, centering 

prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping. If these individuals, then, could during a period 

of three months make significant spiritual progress after being introduced to these 

spiritual disciplines, other members of Briarcliff Baptist Church and moderate Baptist 

churches could likewise also benefit from such an experience. 

Those who participated in the thesis project did, in fact, come to believe strongly 

that other members of the church would benefit from such learning. Based on their own 

learning, they spoke enthusiastically about the potential value and implications that these 

spiritual disciplines could have on the spiritual depth and sensitivity of others in the 

church. During the retreat, they discussed at length their desire to make this process 

available to a broader cross-section of the congregation. They expressed great energy 

and excitement about their own progress and stated clearly that they believed that many 
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others in the Briarcliff Baptist Church congregation would benefit from participation in a 

process like this one. They affirmed their belief that introducing others to these spiritual 

disciplines could have a significant impact on the life and spiritual energy of the 

congregation. While providing opportunities for members to participate in a process like 

the one offered in this thesis project certainly should not replace the type of Bible study 

offered in Sunday School classes, helping more members integrate spiritual disciplines 

could prove valuable in facilitating spiritual formation and vitality in the congregation. 

During a discussion at the retreat, members of the group wondered whether the 

disciplines could be introduced in a Wednesday night setting, where a larger group of 

people could learn about the practices in one setting. One could possibly use a Sunday or 

Wednesday night setting if each session included both a large group didactic session as 

well as a division into smaller groups for discussion and sharing. The small group 

component seems necessary if participants are going to share honestly and openly in a 

smaller and safer environment. Several participants in this thesis project even suggested 

that they could then help lead small groups if an attempt was made to offer a class on the 

spiritual disciplines on Sunday or Wednesday evenings. 

Though I can see the possible value of introducing larger groups of church 

members to these spiritual practices on Sunday or Wednesday evening in a format that 

allows both large and small group sessions, I still have a conviction that a small group 

setting provides the most natural environment for encouraging the development of these 

disciplines. Having the didactic sessions in a larger group setting would make it more 

difficult to check with participants to make sure that they are comprehending the 
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material. The smaller group allows the leader to interact more with the group during not 

only the sharing time, but even during the didactic time. 

I do agree with the thesis project participants that other members of the 

congregation would benefit from an exposure to the spiritual disciplines of lectio divina, 

centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping. I would envision, however, that this 

process continue to take place in small group settings. In order to introduce more 

members of the church to these practices, however, it would be ideal to have several 

groups running concurrently. To move in this direction, I would like to offer another 

small group later in this calendar year. During that session, one or two of the initial 

group participants could meet with the new group as apprentices in order to learn the 

details of leading a future group. After completing that session, it would then be possible 

to offer another rotation with more than one group meeting at a time. This would enable 

the spiritual disciplines to be offered to a growing number of congregation members. 

I am also convinced that introducing spiritual disciplines could revitalize 

Briarcliff Baptist Church if a conscious effort was made to introduce the church 

leadership to these practices. If, as seems very possible, the lack of interest in or 

response to special prayer emphases in recent years suggests that many members are 

indeed uncomfortable with long periods of silence and contemplation, targeting church 

leadership for training in these disciplines could produce a church leadership that would 

then understand the value of setting aside congregational days of prayer and who would 

then set an example for the remainder of the congregation. To make this happen, I would 

hope that the church could strongly encourage new deacons and new team leaders to 

participate in a small group setting where they learn to integrate these spiritual disciplines 
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in their own lives. If the leadership of the church grew more comfortable with spiritual 

disciplines and became more spiritually attentive to the movement of God, the resulting 

growth and energy could have a contagious effect within the congregation and help bring 

renewed spiritual vitality throughout the church. 

Furthermore, the effectiveness of this thesis project has brought personal and 

ministerial renewal for me. In the past couple of years, I have recognized that increasing 

numbers of my ministry hours have been dedicated to administration and the maintenance 

of the church as an institution. Working with these participants, however, both in the 

group setting and in the individual one-to-one meetings has sparked a desire to devote 

greater attention to my role as spiritual leader and guide for the congregation. Several 

times during this thesis project, I entered the small group meeting after having completed 

another church meeting that was focused on administrative matters. Though I entered the 

thesis project group meeting tired or emotionally drained from dealing with the church 

business, I found myself energized significantly as I met with the group participants and 

began to hear them discuss what they were experiencing in their practice of the 

disciplines. At the end of each group meeting, I found myself refreshed because of the 

opportunity to guide genuine and authentic conversations about spiritual formation. 

. Similarly, the individual meetings with the participants regularly provided me with 

energy and excitement as I discussed with each individual the ways they were seeing and 

experiencing God's presence. Throughout this process, I found my work with the group 

and the participants to be wonderfully energizing. 

I understand that my role as leader and administrator will always be part of the 

job description when serving as pastor of a church. This thesis project has caused me, 
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however, to begin evaluating how I want to focus my ministry efforts in the months and 

years ahead. As these ideas gain clarification in my own mind, I would like to begin 

conversations with the lay leaders in the congregation about ways to delegate some of my 

administrative responsibility so that it becomes possible to focus more energy and 

attention on helping members of the congregation develop spiritual disciplines and 

spiritual sensitivity. If some shifting of responsibilities becomes possible and I am able 

to devote more focus to providing spiritual guidance and nurture to individuals and small 

groups, I expect to find a significant renewal of energy and passion for ministry in the 

years ahead. 

That being said, I suspect that I am not the only pastor or clergy member 

struggling with such issues. In a day when there is much discussion of clergy burnout 

and fatigue, the lessons learned from this thesis project also have implications for other 

ministers and churches within the moderate Baptist tradition. The Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship has been emphasizing the importance of spiritual formation in recent years, 

and the language of spiritual formation is appearing more frequently in moderate Baptist 

churches and other Protestant churches. A growing number of resources are available for 

churches seeking to encourage spiritual formation. While some members of Briarcliff 

Baptist Church still ask what spiritual formation means and many moderate Baptist 

church members likely still do not fully comprehend this language, this thesis project 

highlights the value of introducing church members to the spiritual disciplines lectio 

divina, centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping. As churches like Briarcliff 

Baptist Church continue to explore spiritual formation, introducing moderate Baptist 



122 

Christians to spiritual disciplines should prove to be an effective way to encourage 

spiritual depth and a greater sensitivity to the presence and movement of God. 

Conclusion 

In a day when people are discovering and discussing the value of spiritual 

formation, the Baptist context offers a natural context for the rediscovery of spiritual 

practices. As outlined in Chapter Two, an examination of early Baptist history reveals 

the importance that spiritual disciplines and contemplative practices played in the 

spiritual lives of Baptist believers. Though few contemporary Baptists have learned 

contemplative practices within the Baptist context, recognizing the significance of these 

disciplines within Baptist history can encourage a rediscovery of such practices for 

modern or post-modern Baptist believers. Furthermore, the Baptist theological emphasis 

on soul competency and the priesthood of the believers provides a natural theological 

foundation for the notion that individual believers can approach and listen to God through 

spiritual disciplines. 

With this context in mind, I developed this thesis project to address a perceived 

need within the congregation of Briarcliff Baptist Church. Though there are many 

wonderful and admirable qualities among the members of the congregation, it has been 

difficult to evoke consistent interest in prayer emphases and studies of contemplative 

practices. When the congregational leadership has organized special days of prayer or 

small prayer groups, the participation level has not been what I would have desired. 

There are certainly a variety of possible explanations for this lack of response, but it 

seemed that while high percentages of the membership claim to pray daily, few seem as 

comfortable with long periods of silence, contemplative practices, and prayer. Though 



several "prayer warriors" can be identified in the congregation, my own experience with 

many members suggested that the church has not done an adequate job in teaching people 

how to pray and how to listen to God. 

Because the discovery of spiritual disciplines had proven to have significant 

personal benefit, I believed that introducing church members to these disciplines could 

have an impact on their spiritual lives and on the congregation as a whole. Though the 

group selected to participate in the thesis project had minimal prior background with or 

understanding of the particular practices taught during the process, their receptivity to the 

disciplines and positive experience with them suggests that introducing average church 

members to spiritual disciplines can indeed be a significant and important way to bring 

spiritual renewal into Briarcliff Baptist Church as well as other churches in the moderate 

Baptist tradition. By the end of the thesis project, participants demonstrated a genuine 

spiritual vitality and excitement about sharing their progress and learning with other 

members of the congregation. 

This thesis project only introduced a small group of church members to the 

specific disciplines of lectio divina, centering prayer, journaling, and Sabbath keeping. 

The positive impact of these disciplines in this context, however, certainly affirms that 

spiritual practices can and should remain a vital and significant element in the 

discipleship efforts of Briarcliff Baptist Church as well as other churches. For a 

congregation that is seeking to develop and maintain spiritual vitality and a growing 

spiritual sensitivity among members, a commitment to providing instruction in spiritual 

disciplines offers great hope for spiritual growth and transformation among individual 

members and the congregation as a whole. 



APPENDIX A 

SPIRITUAL LIFE SURVEY 
BRIARCLIFF BAPTIST CHURCH 

An element of the doctoral research of Rev. Bill Bigger 

INSTRUCTIONS: 
1. This survey is anonymous. Please do not put your name on it anywhere. 
2. This survey is to be filled out by individuals, not by families. Please have each adult 

member of your family answer the survey separately. 
3. Please read each question and the listed possible answers before selecting your response. 
4. Because this survey asks questions about your spiritual life and habits, please answer 

honestly and truthfully. Do not try to give a "right" or "expected" answer. No one will 
know your identity, and your honesty in revealing the current nature of your spiritual 
life is vital for this study. 

I. BASIC INFORMATION 

A. Age? 
18-25; 26-34; 35-44; 45-54 
55-64; 65-74; 75 or over 

B. Gender? 
Male; Female 

C. Membership Status? 
Are you a church member? Yes; No 
If you are a church member, for how long? 
If you are not a church member, how long have you been attending? 

D. Attendance Patterns? 
Do you usually attend? Sunday School only; Worship only; 

Both Sunday School and Worship 

Do you attend BBC? Almost every week; Once or twice monthly 
Less than once a month 

E. Congregational Involvement? 
Within the last two years, have you served on a team or in a leadership role? 

Yes; No 

In the last five years, has your level of involvement increased, decreased, or 
remained the same? 

Increased; Remained the same; Decreased 
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F. Importance of your faith? 
How important would you say your faith is to your daily life? 

Very important; Somewhat important; Somewhat unimportant; 
Not important; Unsure 

II. SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES OR PRACTICES 

A. How often you participate in the following activities? (mark only one answer 
per question) 

Daily Weekly 2-3 times Once a Few times Never 
a month month a year 

Set aside a 
specific 
time of day . 
to be alone 
with God 
eg. a 

"quiet time" 

Bible 
reading 

Read a 
devotional 
book 

Prayer 

Set aside 
time for 
quiet 
meditation 

Journaling 

Fasting 

Maintain 
a pattern 
of Sabbath 
rest 
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B. When I set aside time to read the Bible, I generally read: a few verses at a time; 
a whole chapter; several chapters 

C. I will talk to or pray to God during the day while I am doing other things: Often; 
Occasionally; Never 

D. When you pray, which of the following elements of prayer do you regularly include? 
(please mark all that apply) 

Praise (focusing on and celebrating God's goodness, power, etc); 
Thanksgiving (acknowledging gratitude to God for what God has done in your life); 
Confession of sin (admitting your failures and asking for forgiveness); 
Intercession (prayer for other people or situations); 
Petition (asking God to help with your own needs and problems); 
silent contemplation or listening 

E. Are there people in your life with whom you are very comfortable discussing the 
ways God is working in your life?. Numerous people; a few people; No 
one 

III. SPIRITUAL SENSITIVITY1 

Please answer the following questions using the following scale. Write your numeric 
answer on the line beside the question. Please make every effort to give the answer that 
best reflects your actual experience and not the answer that might be what you wish was 
true. 

1 = Always 
2 = More often than not 
3 = Sometimes 
4 = Occasionally 
5 = Never 

A. I see evidence of God at work in my life daily 

B. I sense God's presence when I am praying 

C. I sense God's presence when I am going about my normal routines 

D. I hear God's still, small voice speaking to me when I am silent in prayer 

Questions G, H, and I adapted from: Todd W. Hall and Keith J. Edwards, "The 
Spiritual Assessment Inventory: A Theistic Model and Measure for Assessing Spiritual 
Development," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 41:2 (June 2002): 354. 
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E. God reveals Himself to me when I read the Bible 

F. At the end of the day, I am aware that God has been active in my life that day 

G. I am aware that God prompts me to do things 

H. I seek God's guidance when making decisions 

I. I am aware of God tending to me in times of need 

J. I have a clear sense that God has a purpose for my life 

K. I am satisfied with my relationship with God 



APPENDIX B 

SUMMARY OF SMALL GROUP MEETINGS 

Introductory Meeting - Wednesday. October 3. 2007 

During the initial meeting, I wanted to introduce the participants to the process 

and provide an opportunity for them to begin getting to know each other. I began the 

meeting by describing my process with the Doctor of Ministry degree and how I had 

become interested in spiritual formation and spiritual guidance during my coursework 

and independent studies. I acknowledged my growing interest in helping church 

members grow more sensitive to the movement and working of God's Spirit and my 

conviction that Baptist churches had in recent history not paid great attention to more 

contemplative practices and approaches to the faith. Referring to the story of Mary and 

Martha in Luke 10:38-42,1 acknowledged my perception that the Baptist tradition has 

been more effective in producing hard-working, task-oriented Marthas than Marys who 

were comfortable sitting quietly at the feet of Jesus. 

I described my own recent experiences in working to incorporate a series of 

spiritual disciplines into my own faith. I then provided a brief overview of the four 

spiritual disciplines that would be examined during the small group process and outlined 

the expectations I had of the group. Though the participants had received a letter that 

outlined for them the details of the process, I summarized for them the plan for the group, 
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the individual meetings that members would have with me, and the plan for a final retreat 

to be held at the end of the process. We had a time for questions and answers as well. 

I then told the group that building trust would be important to this process so that 

we could feel safe sharing our own personal experiences with the spiritual disciplines we 

would be examining. To help build a sense of connection, I asked each person to share a 

brief five to seven minute testimony of the ways God had worked in their lives in 

bringing them to this point. While some members already knew each other well, others 

were newer to the church and not as familiar with everyone in the group. I shared my 

testimony first and then allowed members to take turns describing their spiritual journeys. 

The members were surprisingly comfortable sharing honestly both high and low 

points in their spiritual lives. Several individuals discovered points of contact with others 

who had experienced similar challenges. Some common themes emerged, and a few 

members had emotions come to the surface as they described key points in their 

pilgrimage. The different backgrounds between participants were interesting. Some 

members had grown up in the church while others were only marginally involved in 

church as children. One member was raised in the Hindu tradition and another had 

Jewish roots. Despite the differences, the points of connection also became clear quickly. 

I sensed a good energy in the room as members listened attentively to each other and 

perceived that the group was already bonding together and trusting each other. 
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When the time of sharing was completed, I provided each person with a copy of 

Marjorie Thompson's book, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life. I 

asked them to read Chapter One before we met again. I also distributed copies of the 

Spiritual Life Survey I had developed. I gave instructions about the survey and asked 

them to return the completed survey to me in the envelope I provided. 

We concluded the meeting by establishing a time for the next meeting and making 

sure all questions were answered. I thanked the members for their willingness to 

participate in this process. One of the members then led us in a closing prayer. 

Session 1 - Sunday. October 14. 2007 

For the first teaching session, I introduced the group members to the ancient 

practice of lectio divina or spiritual reading. Recognizing that we were meeting after a 

busy Sunday that had included worship and a series of meetings, I began the time 

together with a period of silent prayer and then led the group by voicing a prayer for each 

member and for our sensitivity to God's presence during the gathering. I invited 

participants to use the time to breathe, relax, and begin to focus on God's presence. 

The group had been asked to read the first chapter of Marjorie Thompson's book, 

Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life. That section describes a 

growing spiritual hunger that Thompson perceives in society, and I invited the members 

to discuss whether they agreed with Thompson and ways they see people expressing a 

growing interest in spirituality. I told them that I am aware that more church members 

Marjorie Thompson, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005). 
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are expressing a desire for a deeper and more fulfilling spiritual life. I then asked them if 

they were satisfied with their own spiritual lives. Several participants responded, 

describing the joys and struggles they were having with their prayer lives and relationship 

to God. A good, healthy discussion developed as people shared some of the challenges 

they found in trying to discern God's will and listen for God's still, small voice. 

I shared with the group my conviction that God calls us to a process of spiritual 

formation. I provided a definition of this term and read Jeremiah 18:1-6 and Romans 

12:1-2 as a means of highlighting what the process of spiritual formation involves. I 

noted that there are certain times in our lives when God interrupts us and reveals God's 

will to us when we really are not expecting anything or paying attention to God; however, 

we still have a responsibility through spiritual disciplines to create an environment where 

we can most easily pay attention to God and what God wants to reveal to us. While we 

cannot control God or guarantee a divine revelation, we can create an environment where 

we are most sensitive to God's movement and presence. The spiritual disciplines are 

simply a means by which we create a climate where we can listen for God's voice. 

I acknowledged that every individual is unique and that not every spiritual 

practice is helpful or meaningful for all persons. Given this reality, I shared my 

conviction that the four disciplines I would be introducing to them are basic foundational 

practices that might be helpful resources for them in their spiritual lives. I encouraged 

them, however, not to be discouraged if one disciplines was not personally helpful. 

I then introduced them to the practice of lectio divina or spiritual reading. I began 

by discussing the difference between informational reading and formational reading. I 

mentioned Joshua 1:8 and Psalm 1:1-2 as examples of Scripture verses that highlight the 
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importance of meditating on God's law or God's word. I also read 2 Timothy 3:16-17 

and Hebrews 4:12 as a means of emphasizing my conviction that the Scriptures are a 

living word through which God continues to speak. 

I began to outline the four stages or steps in the lectio divina process: lectio or 

reading, meditatio or reflecting, oratio or responding, and contemplatio or resting. I 

distributed a handout2 that included the passage found in Isaiah 43:1-5 and a summary of 

the steps in the lectio divina process. After encouraging everyone to be as comfortable as 

possible, I led them in an experiential process of reading Isaiah 43:1-5 using the practice 

of lectio divina. After the first two readings and again after the third reading of the text, I 

invited the participants to share what they were hearing and feeling and experiencing as 

they spent time reading and reflecting on this passage. The discussion was very positive, 

and individuals acknowledged a positive experience as they listened for God's voice and 

encouragement. I was particularly pleased to hear several members describing honestly 

what they were hearing God say to them through the passage. 

We closed the meeting by establishing plans for the next meeting. I provided 

members a list of Scripture passages they could use as the basis for practicing lectio 

divina the next several weeks. I also asked them to read chapter two of Marjorie 

Thompson's book, Soul Feast: An Invitation to the Christian Spiritual Life. I promised 

that I would be in contact with them during the following week in order to set up 

individual meetings with each person. We ended our session by praying together. 

This handout can be found in Appendix C. 



Session 2 - Sunday, November 4. 2007 

During this meeting, I had a dual purpose: to review the participants' experience 

with lectio divina and to introduce contemplative or centering prayer. One member was 

unable to attend because of a family emergency, but all other group members were 

present. After a time of meditation and prayer, I asked the participants to share their 

experiences with lectio divina. Because I had met with each person between sessions, I 

was aware that several people were having positive experiences in listening to God 

through their reading of Scripture and that several were struggling to develop the time 

and discipline for spiritual reading. The one absent participant had been extremely 

positive about lectio divina, and I regretted that he was not able to share his enthusiasm 

with the group. Several members did affirm that they were benefiting from the effort to 

develop this discipline. One woman admitted that after having made some time to listen 

for God's voice through Scripture in a disciplined way, she found herself thinking about 

the Scripture later in the day and being more aware of God guiding her than she had been 

in the past. Several participants admitted that they were still struggling to develop the 

discipline or pattern of setting aside time daily, but admitted that they recognized a value 

in lectio divina for those who were making time to spend with the Scriptures. 

One member admitted that he was becoming increasingly aware that these 

practices require work and energy. We began to discuss the importance of spiritual 

discipline and the reality that growth toward Christian maturity does not come easily or 

automatically. This conversation provided a good context for this study and an 

acknowledgement that these practices will not be easy to develop but are worthwhile for 

those willing to devote themselves to growing closer to God. 



Several members mentioned that they were still finding the final stage of lectio 

divina - contemplatio, contemplation, or resting in God - to be the most difficult. They 

agreed that quieting their minds and trying to listen to God was not natural or easy. This 

conversation allowed me to make a natural transition to a discussion of centering or 

contemplative prayer - the spiritual practice I was introducing during the meeting. 

Recognizing that centering or contemplative prayer might be the most difficult for 

members of the group to comprehend, I began to introduce the group to centering prayer. 

I acknowledged the difficulty that many of us have creating quiet spaces in our lives and 

emphasized that even when we are able to find a quiet place, we have even more trouble 

creating genuine quiet in our souls and minds. I talked about how short our attention 

spans often are and the struggles many people have truly focusing their minds for any 

length of time. I shared this to remind the members that learning to quiet our minds 

requires a great commitment and a willingness to work at developing a habit or pattern. 

I then read Luke 10:38-42 and led a discussion about Mary and Martha. 

Participants shared their feelings about this story and about Martha and Mary. I asked 

them to reflect on what Jesus meant when he praised Mary for choosing the one thing 

needed or the better way. Various ideas were offered, and I suggested that Jesus was 

affirming Mary for taking advantage of the opportunity to give Jesus her full attention 

while Martha was distracted by so many details. We talked further about how this 

comparison could apply to our spiritual lives. 

I began to discuss the basic concepts of centering or contemplative prayer. I 

distributed Basil Pennington's book, Centering Prayer: Renewing an Ancient Christian 
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Prayer Form? I pointed the group to pages 78-79 in Pennington's book which features a 

summary of the basic principles of centering prayer and discussed the ways to practice 

centering prayer using a prayer word to help refocus attention when one's mind wanders. 

I also acknowledged that Pennington encourages readers to move beyond words and 

images, but that many of them might find that difficult, especially when they are learning 

to become contemplative. I invited them to use visualization if and when it helped and, 

most importantly, to develop practices of resting in God that worked for them. 

After discussing the practice, I invited group members to practice centering 

prayer. I distributed a handout that included the words to the song, Spirit of the Living 

God, and the printed text of the Psalm 139.4 Though I pointed out that they were not 

obligated to use the handout, they might find that prayerfully meditating on the words of 

the song or the psalm helpful in making a transition to a contemplative mindset. I gave 

the participants fifteen minutes to practice centering prayer. 

When the exercise was over, I asked for reflections about the experience. Most of 

the group admitted that they really struggled to keep their minds from wandering. We 

talked about the importance of discipline in developing a habit. I encouraged them to 

make time before the next meeting to practice centering prayer, but also encouraged them 

not to lose heart if the practice did not come naturally. 

Basil Pennington, Centering Prayer: Renewing an Ancient Christian Prayer Form 
(New York: Doubleday, 2001). 

4 This handout is found in Appendix D. 
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We closed our time by setting a next meeting date. We also discussed possible 

dates for a retreat at the end of the process. After working on meeting and retreat dates, 

we closed in a time of prayer. 

Session 3 - Sunday. December 2. 2007 

Because of the Thanksgiving holidays and schedule conflicts among several 

members, we waited for four weeks between meetings. Since the concept of centering 

prayer is especially difficult for many people to grasp and practice, it seemed that the 

extra week between meetings provided a valuable opportunity for participants to keep 

working at the discipline of centering prayer. All members were able to be present, and 

there was a good energy as they began catching up with each other. 

Several hours before the meeting began, I had learned that one of our church 

members had received word that his thirty-two year-old daughter had been killed in a car 

accident back at home in Guatemala. Because this family has already suffered another 

major crisis earlier this year, the members of the group felt great grief over this news, and 

we began our meeting by discussing ways we could support the family at this time. I 

then called the group to prayer, and several members prayed aloud for this family before I 

closed the prayer time. Though very emotional for all of us, this prayer time did help us 

continue to connect to each other. 

I then invited the group members to share their experiences with centering prayer. 

Several participants admitted that they were still struggling to carve out enough time to 

for this practice, but even those participants admitted that they hoped to be able to be 

comfortable with this practice at some point in their lives. One mentioned that he felt 

that the issue was at least, in part, a question of desire. While he knew this could be 
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helpful to his spiritual life, he was still struggling with a lack of desire to make the 

choices necessary to make time in his schedule. We discussed the issue of desire for a 

while and admitted that it was appropriate to ask God to create within us a greater desire 

for time alone in God's presence. 

Several participants spoke positively about how the disciplines of lectio divina 

and centering prayer were adding energy to their spiritual lives and to their lives in 

general. A couple participants noted that this study had come at just the right time in 

their lives and that they were finding themselves far more capable of facing some 

challenges in their lives because of a growing awareness of God's presence. One 

mentioned that because of her renewed effort to make quiet time with God, she was 

finding it far easier to focus on God at other times during the day - particularly when she 

found herself stuck in traffic going to and from work. Several spoke of ways they were 

becoming more sensitive to God's presence and of feeling more connected to God. All in 

all, members agreed that they are far from mastering centering prayer, but each one 

seemed to recognize the value of continuing to develop this discipline in their lives. 

I was pleased to see that the group had developed a genuine sense of comfort 

sharing openly both their joys and their challenges. The members seemed to be bonding 

well together. This became especially apparent when one member acknowledged that if 

those in this group were struggling with their ongoing sense of God's presence in their 

lives, perhaps the rest of the congregation might be as well. This allowed us to begin 

discussing the reality that many of us put on masks at church in hopes that others will see 

us as more faithful than we feel like we are. We talked about the value of removing the 

masks and being able to discover that we share similar struggles with fellow believers. 
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Some emotion was evident in the room, and it appeared that the group continued to feel a 

deep and genuine connection with each other. I was particularly pleased by the openness 

and honesty of the sharing, and I found myself really encouraged by my own perception 

of God's presence at work in the sharing and bonding of the group. 

I made a transition in order to introduce the group to the practice of journaling as 

a spiritual discipline. Almost every member of the group acknowledged that they had 

some experience with journaling. A few had told me during our individual meetings that 

they currently journal on an occasional basis. Most had positive experiences with 

journaling in the past and were very open to the practice. 

I provided an overview of the practice of journaling and emphasized that 

journaling involves more than a listing of activity and events. It provides an opportunity 

to reflect on how events and situations affect us and how we can find God's presence in 

the midst of daily life. Through journaling, we have an opportunity to consider 

prayerfully the ways God reveals Godself through life and to pay attention to the working 

of God in us and through us. I recounted the story of Jacob's dream from Genesis 28 and 

noted that sometimes through journaling, we too can have that experience when we 

acknowledge that "Surely the Lord is in this place - and I did not know it!" (Genesis 

28:16). Though journaling will not always focus on where God is at work, I encouraged 

the group members as part of this process to include some reflection in their journaling 

around the question of, "Where have I seen God at work in my life?" 

I provided the group with some practical guidelines for journaling and then 

invited them to participate in an experiential time with journaling. I distributed paper and 

pens as well as a sheet of paper that included the full text of both Genesis 28:1-22 and 
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Jeremiah 18:l-6.5 I told them that they were not required to use either Scripture passage, 

but I had provided both passages as a resource to guide their reflection. I encouraged 

them to spend about twenty minutes in reading, prayer, and journaling. 

After twenty minutes had passed, we spent time debriefing the experience and 

allowing the participants to share openly. A couple members discussed what they had 

felt. Several mentioned positive learning they had gained through the act of journaling. 

I then distributed an article about journaling and a copy of E. Glenn Hinson's 

book, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership ? Though geared primarily to 

clergy, I encouraged the group members to read chapters 3 and 4. Chapter 4, in 

particular, addresses journaling as a means of holding oneself accountable on the spiritual 

journey. We then compared calendars and set a date for our next meeting before closing 

in a time of prayer together. 

Session 4 - Thursday, December 20. 2007 

One group member was called out of town on the day of the meeting, but all the 

others were able to attend and seemed pleased to be back together. Recognizing that 

some significant things had taken place in the lives of several members during the busy 

Advent season, I opened the session with a prayer and then an invitation for them to share 

an update on .their lives. Good conversation ensued, and I remained pleased by the way 

This handout is found in Appendix E. 

66 Jan Johnson, "Journaling: Breathing Space in the Spiritual Journey," Weavings 
VIII:2 (March/April 1993): 34-41. 

7 E. Glenn Hinson, Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership (Nashville: Upper 
Room Books, 1999). 



this group was developing a genuine sense of community. I then provided details about 

the end-of-project retreat scheduled for January. 

Because the participants had been introduced to journaling during the previous 

meeting, I guided a discussion about their experiences with the practice. Most people 

acknowledged that they were finding value in journaling. One member talked about a 

particularly difficult issue facing his extended family and admitted that he had spent most 

of his journaling time reflecting on and putting words to his frustrations and emotions 

over that situation. Another noted that he finds journaling to be most valuable as a way 

of reflecting on whatever Scripture passage he has read and that he uses his writing as a 

means of meditating on what God is saying through the Scripture. One man who has 

been particularly excited about this experience talked in depth about how much energy he 

has found in journaling and commented that he has recently bought a small recorder to 

keep in his car so that he can continue to record his journal-type thoughts when he finds 

himself sitting in traffic going to and from work. 

When I asked them to share where they have had struggles with journaling, there 

was a general agreement that they are still battling to make time and maintain the 

commitment to practice journaling as consistently as they would like. This has been a 

common theme through this project group. While I have perceived that most members 

are indeed working at creating new patterns for their spiritual disciplines, I know these 

are not easy habits to develop. This provided another opportunity to talk about the 

challenges of developing spiritual disciplines and the value that comes when we make 

space to listen to God. We had a good conversation and were able to share openly both 

the difficulties and the joys of making time for spiritual practices. 
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I designed this project in hopes that the participants would discover not just the 

value of spiritual disciplines but even more importantly would grow more aware of God's 

presence in the ordinary moments of life. Because the group members had now had the 

opportunity to integrate three disciplines, I wanted to check to see how they felt they 

were doing in terms of their awareness of God's activity in their lives. I raised this 

question with them and was pleased by the responses I received during the ensuing 

discussion. Not every person spoke up, but several acknowledged that they are growing 

in their faith and their sensitivity to God's movement and presence. One person spoke of 

how he had long given God his Sundays but had never paid much attention to where God 

might fit in the rest of the week. He acknowledged that this group and several other 

dynamics that had come together in the past few months had brought him to a point of 

significant spiritual growth. Several other members talked with some excitement about 

how this group had come at just the right time for them and how they were sensing God's 

presence in very real ways in their lives. 

Turning my attention to the fourth practice to be introduced, I began to talk with 

the group about Sabbath-keeping. I began by asking the participants to describe their 

experiences with Sunday as a Sabbath day. As I would have expected, several talked 

about growing up with strict rules about what could be done on Sundays, and a couple 

talked about weekly gatherings at a family member's house for big meals after church. 

I highlighted the biblical foundation of the Sabbath in Genesis 2:1-3, Exodus 

20:8-11, and Deuteronomy 5:12-15. I provided a brief summary of the importance of the 

Sabbath for the Israelites in the Old Testament and the continuing emphasis on the 

Sabbath for the earliest Christians. I also noted that eventually Christian worship began 
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to occur on Sundays, the first day of the week, as a way of remembering and celebrating 

the resurrection of Jesus each week. 

I discussed the cultural changes that have impacted the way Sundays are treated in 

society in recent years. The end of blue laws and increasing numbers of activities on 

Sundays have been impacting the church in recent years. I emphasized that I was not 

complaining about these changes, but wanted it clear that Christians could no longer 

depend on society to make Sunday feel different than other days of the week. Much like 

the Jews of the Old Testament, the challenge now rests on believers to develop Sabbath 

patterns that make us different and unique within the culture. 

The issue of Sabbath provides an opportunity to reflect on what our time 

management reveals about priorities and focus. I invited the group to think about what 

their schedules and use of time suggest about what is really important to them. Though 

we often complain about not having enough time, we were able to admit that people 

make time for that which is truly important. 

I shared with the group a growing personal conviction that God has created us 

with a need for rhythm and balance in our daily lives and weekly patterns. While the 

Sabbath pattern has deep roots in Scripture, I believe that we are created with a spiritual 

need for Sabbath rest. More than just a day off for leisure activity or an opportunity to 

refresh ourselves physically, following a Sabbath pattern builds into our schedules a 

recognition that we are limited and dependent on God. It creates a time each week in 

which we let go of our normal drivenness and need to be in control. It creates a regular 

reminder that we are not God and no matter how hard we work, we can never accomplish 



everything. By seeking to set aside a day or some time each week where we refrain from 

work and causes of stress, we are practicing trust in God and letting God be God. 

Most importantly, I emphasized that when we truly discover a Sabbath pattern as 

a source of joy, it will change our handling of the rest of the week. By acknowledging 

our dependence on God through the practice of Sabbath-keeping, we will discover that 

we can trust God more fully through the remainder of the week. Just like trying to set 

aside some time for God each day can change the rest of the day, setting aside time in our 

week ought to change our perspective during the rest of the week 

I acknowledged that given our culture and our different family situations, each 

individual will need to develop Sabbath practices that work best for them. Without 

advocating a return to a legalistic approach to Sundays, I wanted them to give prayerful 

consideration to patterns and practices that would be meaningful in establishing a 

personal and family Sabbath rhythm. To guide their reflection, I shared a brief summary 

of some Orthodox Jewish Sabbath patterns. I also discussed the fact that two of the 

written resources I would be giving them were encouraging Christians to rediscover the 

Hebrew approach that views sundown as the beginning of a new day. Such a pattern 

allows us to awaken to begin each day with an awareness that God has already been at 

work for hours and that we are only joining in work that God has begun without us.8 

o 

Both Eugene Peterson and Dorothy Bass encourage such an approach. The 
referenced works are: 

Eugene H. Peterson, "Rhythms of Grace," Weavings VIII:2 (March-April 1993): 15-
16. 

Dorothy C. Bass, Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of 
Time (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 17-18. 
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I acknowledged that creating Sabbath patterns in the midst of our busy lives 

would require that we make potentially difficult choices about priorities and schedules. 

For those who work on Sundays, Sunday would likely not be the best day to set aside as a 

Sabbath. Even for those who want to use Sunday for a renewed commitment to Sabbath-

keeping, making room for Sabbath worship and rest might require letting go of some 

other activities or opportunities. I gave several examples of people I knew who had made 

choices about what they would and would not do on Sundays. While I did not want to 

specify particular choices for them and their families, I encouraged each group member 

to give serious consideration to some patterns or practices that would allow a Sabbath 

rhythm that could be life-giving for them and their families. 

I distributed two articles and one book to the group for reading and study before 

the retreat. I encouraged the group to focus in particular on the first five chapters of 

Bass's book and the two articles. We then spent time discussing ways we might develop 

some weekly Sabbath rhythms before closing in a time of prayer together. 

Retreat - January 11-12, 2008 - Simpsonwood Retreat Center, Norcross, GA 

Session 1 - Friday evening 

Six of the eight group members met at the church to ride together to 

Simpsonwood. The other two participants met the rest of the group at the retreat center 

in time to begin the retreat by having dinner together. The conversation over dinner was 

9 In addition to the Eugene Peterson article and Dorothy Bass book cited in footnote 
5,1 distributed another article: 

Ron Farr, "Sabbath Resting in God," Weavings VIII:2 (March-April 1993), 21-25. 
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casual as the group caught up with each other after not having met since before 

Christmas. At the end of the meal, I outlined the schedule for the evening and provided 

some basic instructions for the retreat. 

Since we had not met since I introduced the group to the practice of Sabbath 

keeping, the first part of the Friday night session was devoted to a discussion of Sabbath 

patterns. I invited the participants to share their reactions to the readings and to discuss 

their thoughts about how they might integrate Sabbath patterns into the rhythm of their 

lives. Most acknowledged that developing Sabbath rhythms was still very much a work 

in progress, but I was very pleased to hear a general agreement that they saw the value of 

developing such patterns. I even heard members expressing a hunger for the balance that 

Sabbath keeping can provide. Several people talked about some ways they were 

beginning to set aside certain times for a Sabbath emphasis with their families. A couple 

participants admitted that they were still struggling to see how it would be possible to 

carve out Sabbath time in their lives, but this provided another opportunity to discuss the 

importance of making choices and setting priorities. 

One man then shared that his life - particularly at work - had been extremely 

chaotic since the beginning of this small group process. He admitted that he was sensing 

that he had missed an opportunity by not being able to focus on these disciplines as much 

as he might have. Through it all, though, he admitted that he was growing in his 

awareness that his life was out of whack and balance. Several others discussed the fact 

that this study had opened their eyes to their lack of balance. This led a couple members 

to talk about how much this process had opened their eyes to their spiritual needs and the 

ways their lives had been changed by this effort to learn to focus on and listen to God. 
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One member stated that she had benefited greatly from the sense of community 

she found in the group. Several others agreed and began to discuss ways that we could 

promote more opportunities for deep fellowship within the church. This led to a lengthy 

discussion of the challenges faced by our congregation, and I was very pleased to hear the 

group talk about ways they could take what they had learned in the group back to the 

congregation and be a positive influence within the church. A consensus developed that 

the participants would like to see others have the opportunity to participate in a group 

process like this one, and they talked at length about ways they might be able to facilitate 

such opportunities. 

This discussion lasted much longer than I had expected. I let it continue, 

however, because I had a clear sense that this was an important time for the group to 

continue to bond and to reflect on ways to help the congregation benefit from what they 

had learned in this process. I found this very encouraging and hopeful for these 

individuals and for the church as a whole. 

Before shifting to a time of worship, I did take a few minutes to discuss the 

schedule and plans for the remainder of the retreat. I emphasized that the primary goal of 

the retreat was to provide an opportunity to be alone and prayerful. I encouraged 

participants to use the time to practice the spiritual disciplines they had learned and to 

take advantage of the beautiful retreat center by walking around and quieting their hearts 

and minds. I told them that we would have breakfast and lunch together on Saturday, but 

that there would not be another group session until the closing session on Saturday 

afternoon. I challenged them to spend the time between meals and sessions alone and in 
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silence. I then distributed a packet, Possible Guidelines for the Retreat,10 that included 

guidelines they might want to use to give shape to their time. I told them that if the 

material was helpful in giving structure and ideas for their time, they could use it. If they 

preferred to set their own agendas and simply spend time reading, praying, and journaling 

in their own way, they should certainly do so. 

I then distributed a sheet with a brief Order of Worship.11 This included a 

responsive reading and the printed text for Luke 11:9-13. After the reading, I invited the 

group to practice lectio divina in reading the text. After giving time for the members to 

spend with the text, I shared a couple stories about times that I had gone to fairly 

significant lengths to help my daughter get school projects finished in time. Though each 

situation required some sacrifice on my part and required time, I told the group that I 

gladly did such things to help my child because I love her and want to help her when I am 

able to do so. I then pointed out that the Luke passage reminds us that if earthly fathers 

know how to give good gifts to their children, how much more we can be confident that 

God wants to give good gifts to us. I pointed out that in Luke 11, Jesus never promises 

that God gives us what we ask for, but promises instead to give the Holy Spirit to those 

who commit themselves to asking, seeking, and knocking. As the group prepared to 

spend time alone in God's presence for the next day, I encouraged them to approach this 

retreat with a sense of expectation and anticipation that God wanted to give the gift of 

Godself to them as they spent time in God's presence. 

See Appendix F for the handout with Possible Retreat Guidelines. 

This Order of Worship can be found in Appendix G. 
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After the devotion, I invited the participants to share any prayer requests they 

might have, and we then joined together in a season of prayer. Several members 

vocalized prayers, and I led a closing prayer. As we broke for the night, we set a meeting 

time for breakfast, and I encouraged them to take advantage of the silence to listen to 

what God might want to communicate to them. 

Session 2 - Saturday afternoon 

I was pleased during the course of the retreat to see that the group members 

seemed to be taking seriously the opportunity to spend time in silence, prayer, and 

reflection. The weather was cool, but the sun was out, making Saturday a beautiful day. 

Many people took advantage of the nice day to walk around the property or to sit on 

benches overlooking the Chattahoochee River. I did occasionally see clusters of two or 

three people engaging in conversation, but recognized the value of people getting to 

know each other better and saw that everyone did seem to be making time to be alone. 

As we entered the final group session, the retreat staff has provided an afternoon 

snack with some brownies that the group was thoroughly enjoying. Seeing that the 

elements for the Lord's Supper were on the table, one person laughingly said that we 

ought to have communion with one of the remaining brownies. Another laughingly said, 

"Then we would really be able to call it a Eucharist." Amidst the laughter, I told the 

group we would close later with a worship time. 

Before worship, however, I asked people to share what their experience had been 

like. The first comment made was, "Could we do this every week?" Several comments 

were made about how much effort went into planning such a getaway and how difficult it 

really is to create such space for quiet, but then several people commented that they had 
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grown very aware of their need to create such rhythms, even if it did not involve going to 

a retreat center every weekend. 1 was encouraged to hear that many members had come 

to recognize the value of a Sabbath pattern, and though the members each admitted that 

they are still a long way from having a regular pattern in place, they wanted to seek ways 

to incorporate a rhythm of Sabbath rest into their schedules. 

One of the participants then asked what the other persons had done with their time 

alone. Several talked about walking and praying. A few had taken advantage of the 

prayer labyrinth. A couple people told of having spent some time reading the Bible and 

other books that were encouraging their spiritual growth. I talked about spending time 

watching the many geese on the river and noticing their beauty and lack of anxiety. I 

told the group I had been reminded of Jesus' teaching about avoiding worry in Matthew 

6:25-34 and how after watching the geese, I had spent time reading the passage using 

lectio divina and reflecting on God's ability to tend to the details of life. 

Two of the men commented about the value they were finding in journaling. One 

admitted that of all the disciplines we had examined, he found the greatest resonance in 

journaling and had been able to work through some things as he had journaled both 

during the process and the weekend. Another spoke of the value he had found in 

journaling that afternoon and how it had helped him put some things together in his mind. 

Another participant shared that he had spent time reflecting on the passage of time 

in his life and how quickly time was moving. With some emotion showing, he 

acknowledged his desire to make the most of his life. We began to discuss the need to 

make choices about priorities and values. Knowing that time fills up quickly, I 

emphasized the need to make decisions that allow us to fill time with those things that are 
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most important. We continued to discuss ways to make the most of the time we receive 

as a gift each day. 

As the discussion continued, someone commented that they would like to feel like 

this more often, and another person noted that this experience had added value to their 

spiritual life. Once again, the comment was made that the members would like to see 

others in the congregation have the opportunity to participate in this process as well. 

Discussion ensued about how the participants could help encourage others in the 

development of spiritual disciplines and include others in a process like this one. 

Finally, I invited the group into a final time of worship. I read Matthew 25:26-29 

- Matthew's record of the Last Supper that Jesus shared with his disciples. I had 

originally planned only to read this passage and then share the elements of the Lord's 

Supper, but after the earlier conversation about the brownies, I had decided to do 

something a little different than my original plan. I reminded the group of the reading 

from Luke 11 that they had examined the previous night. I noted that in Luke 11, Jesus 

promises that God gives the Holy Spirit to those who seek him. I then pointed out that 

Matthew's version of the same passage has a slight word change. I read Matthew 7:7-11 

and pointed out that in this version, Jesus promises that God would "give good gifts to 

those who ask him! (Matthew 7:11)" Though I knew this would be a little unusual, I told 

the group I wanted to do something different with this Lord's Supper. Reminding them 

of the comments they had made about the brownies, I said that we were going to use one 

of the remaining brownies for the Lord's Supper. As they received the brownie, I 

encouraged them to remember the body of Christ and what Christ has done for us, but I 

also asked them to receive the piece of brownie as a reminder that God still wants to give 
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good gifts to us. We then shared first the brownie around the circle, each person sharing 

with the person next to him or her. I then sent the juice tray around the room, inviting the 

members to reflect on the gift of God's forgiveness through Jesus. After completing this 

experience of communion, we entered a time of prayer, and many of the participants 

participated in voicing prayers of gratitude and commitment. 

Before dismissing to go home, I made a couple of final requests of the group. I 

distributed a new copy of the Spiritual Life Survey that each person had taken before 

beginning the group. I reminded them that I needed them to complete the survey again so 

that I could compare the group responses after the project to the results from before the 

project. I also noted that I would be sending an email to them, requesting one more 

individual meeting time with them. During the final individual meeting, I would be 

asking each person a series of questions about their experience in this project and would 

value their honest feedback about what had been helpful and what had not. After 

dismissing the group, one of the women asked everyone to gather around for a group 

picture, and then people continued to visit for a while before returning to their vehicles to 

go home. 

This survey is found in Appendix A. 



APPENDIX C 

HANDOUT FOR LECTIO DIVINA SESSION 

ISAIAH 43:1-5 
1 But now, this is what the LORD says— he who created you, O Jacob, he who 
formed you, O Israel: "Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have summoned you 
by name; you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 
and when you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you. When you 
walk through the fire, you will not be burned; the flames will not set you ablaze. 
3 For I am the LORD, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior; I give Egypt 
for your ransom, Cush and Seba in your stead. 4 Since you are precious and 
honored in my sight, and because I love you, I will give men in exchange for you, 
and people in exchange for your life.5 Do not be afraid, for I am with you; 

STEPS IN LECTIO DIVINA 
1) lectio or Read - a slow, reflective reading, taking small bits at a time and 

chewing on them. Let the words sink in and pay attention to words or 
phrases that really speak to you. See what grabs you in the passage. As 
you read, be asking in the background, "God, what are you saying to me?" 

2) meditatio or Reflect - Allow your imagination to find your place in the 
passage. Think about where your story connects with the story or passage. 
If it is a Gospel narrative, imagine yourself in the crowd or think about 
which person you identify with. Let the key words or phrases sink in. Let 
your heart react to the passage. Note where God seems to be speaking to 
you. 

3) oratorio or Respond - Talk to God about what you have heard. Tell God 
about your needs and struggles. Ask for the ability to hear God's voice and 
for the strength to do what you are feeling called to do. If you are feeling 
convicted, spend time in confession. If you are hurting, speak your pain to 
God. If you feel God's love in afresh way, thank God for His love. Let 
your emotions out to God and talk about your hopes, fears, and needs. 

4) contemplatio or Rest — this is probably the hardest for us, but at this point 
the goal is to be quiet and rest in God's presence. Perhaps you can simply 
imagine yourself sitting with Jesus, listening to Him or simply enjoying His 
presence. Just rest and see if God might have something else to say to you. 
If your mind wanders, simply voice a quick prayer, asking God to help you 
focus and listen. 
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APPENDIX D 

HANDOUT FOR CENTERING PRAYER SESSION 

Spi r i t o f the L iv ing God 

Spirit of the Living God, fall fresh on me; Spirit of the Living God, fall fresh on me. 
Break me, melt me, mold me, fill me. Spirit of the Living God, fall fresh on me. 

Psa lm 139 

1 O LORD, you have searched me and you know me. 
2 You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. 
3 You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. 
4 Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O LORD. 
5 You hem me in—behind and before; you have laid your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty for me to attain. 
7 Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? 
8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are 

there. 
9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
10 even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. 

13 For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. 
141 praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are 

wonderful, I know that full well. 
15 My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. 

When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, 
16 your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your 

book before one of them came to be. 
17 How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! 

23 Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. 
24 See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. 
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APPENDIX E 

HANDOUT FOR JOURNALING SESSION 

GENESIS 28 
10 Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. 11 When he reached 

a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. 
Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down 
to sleep.12 He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the 
earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were 
ascending and descending on it.13 There above it stood the LORD, 
and he said: "I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and 
the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on 
which you are lying.14 Your descendants will be like the dust of the 
earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north 
and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and 
your offspring.151 am with you and will watch over you wherever you 
go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I 
have done what I have promised you." 

16 When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, "Surely the 
LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it."17 He was afraid and 
said, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house 
of God; this is the gate of heaven." 

JEREMIAH 18 
1 This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD :2 "Go down 
to the potter's house, and there I will give you my message."3 So I 
went down to the potter's house, and I saw him working at the wheel. 
4 But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; 
so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to 
him. 

5 Then the word of the LORD came to me:6 "O house of Israel, 
can I not do with you as this potter does?" declares the LORD. "Like 
clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of 
Israel. 
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APPENDIX F 

POSSIBLE GUIDELINES FOR THE RETREAT1 

PREPARING TO PRAY 
Can you imagine having only walked a couple of miles at a time 

throughout your life and then trying to run a marathon without any training? The 
next few hours may feel like that to you. Most of us are used to brief talks with 
God in times of emergency or routine prayers at certain periods of the day. We 
are not mentally or physically prepared for an extended time when we have no 
other item on our agenda than conversing with our God. 

Nevertheless, we have to invest the necessary time alone with God to 
hear His voice, accept His correction, and receive His blessing. These are not 
things that can be easily attained with little effort. Think of Jacob wrestling with 
the angel all night and refusing to let go until he was blessed. Look again at the 
life of Jesus and see how often He spent whole nights in prayer, particularly 
before undertaking great tasks such as confronting the Tempter, calling His 
disciples, and facing the cross. Read the letters of Paul and you come to 
understand how earnestly he prayed for the churches and friends who were so 
dear to him. Certainly we can do no less if we are expecting to receive God's 
blessings on our lives. 

Approach this time alone with God with relaxed anticipation, knowing that 
He delights in spending this time with you. Do you believe that? Read that 
again. He delights in spending this time with you. The next day should not be 
viewed as a task to be completed but as a visit to be enjoyed. There is no one 
who desires to spend time with you more than God. There is no one with whom 
you could spend this time who is more understanding of your situation, more 
forgiving of your sins, more generous with His gifts. 

Before moving on to the following sections that will guide your praying, 
take some time to quiet your mind and soul. Make sure you are in a comfortable 

The material handed out to the participants is an adaptation of materials distributed 
at Briarcliff Baptist Church to guide church members through a Day of Prayer on 
November 18, 2006. Those materials were inspired by and adapted from materials 
developed by Dr. Jim King, Pastor of Parkway Baptist Church in Duluth, GA, for a Day 
of Prayer on January 31, 2004. Dr. King's materials were used with his permission, and 
he stated that there was no need to cite him in my materials. While most of the material 
has been changed and is mine, there are some paragraphs, Scripture passages and prayers, 
that were taken directly from the Dr. King's materials. Because the materials have been 
adapted and readapted, there are no quotations around passages borrowed directly from 
Dr. King, but he deserves credit for helping shape the concepts in this material. 
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and quiet place. Sit quietly for a while and work at simply pushing aside any 
distracting thoughts that might come to you. Allow yourself to sit quietly until you 
feel ready to proceed and to listen to God. When you are ready, you may use 
the following pages as a guide to your prayer time. Of course, you may also pray 
in any way that works for you. 

ADORATION 

In his book, Prayer: Finding the Heart's True Home, Richard Foster writes 
"Prayer is the human response to the perpetual outpouring of love by which God 
lays siege to every soul. When our reply to God is most direct of all, it is called 
adoration. Adoration is the spontaneous yearning of the heart to worship, 
magnify, and bless God...in adoration we enter the rarefied air of selfless 
devotion. We ask for nothing but to cherish Him. We seek nothing but His 
exaltation. We focus on nothing but His goodness. 'In the prayer of adoration, 
we love God for Himself, for His very being, for His radiant joy.' (p. 81)" 

Before we come to God to let him know what we want for ourselves and 
for the church, we need to learn to enjoy sitting in His presence, reflecting on His 
love, grace, mercy, and patience. We need to pay attention to what God has 
already done, what God has promised us, and what God is doing in our lives. 

To guide you in reflecting on the goodness of God, spend some time 
reading the following passages of Scripture. Read them slowly and pay attention 
to key words or phrases that may capture your attention or imagination. Reflect 
on what the passages are saying and meditate on what God is saying to you 
through these words of Scripture. 

READ PSALM 103:1-14 
1 Praise the LORD, my soul; 

all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 

2 Praise the LORD, my soul, 
and forget not all his benefits— 

3 who forgives all your sins 
and heals all your diseases, 

4 who redeems your life from the pit 
and crowns you with love and compassion, 

5 who satisfies your desires with good things 
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. 

6 The LORD works righteousness 
and justice for all the oppressed. 



7 He made known his ways to Moses, 
his deeds to the people of Israel: 

8 The LORD is compassionate and gracious, 
slow to anger, abounding in love. 

9 He will not always accuse, 
nor will he harbor his anger forever; 

10 he does not treat us as our sins deserve 
or repay us according to our iniquities. 

11 For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 
so great is his love for those who fear him; 

12 as far as the east is from the west, 
so far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

13 As a father has compassion on his children, 
so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; 

14 for he knows how we are formed, 
he remembers that we are dust. 

What words or phrases captured your attention? What qualities or 
characteristics of God do you find yourself celebrating as you read 
on those words? 

READ ISAIAH 49:13-16a 

13 Shout for joy, you heavens; 
rejoice, you earth; 
burst into song, you mountains! 
For the LORD comforts his people 
and will have, compassion on his afflicted ones. 

14 But Zion said, "The LORD has forsaken me, 
the Lord has forgotten me." 

15 "Can a mother forget the baby at her breast 
and have no compassion on the child she has borne? 
Though she may forget, 
I will not forget you! 

16 See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands." 
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What do these verses tell you about how God feels about you? How can such 
knowledge change our lives? 

READ EPHESIANS 2:1-10 
1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you 

used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the 
kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.3 

All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful 
nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature 
deserving of wrath.4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in 
mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it 
is by grace you have been saved.6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated 
us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus,7 in order that in the coming 
ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his 
kindness to us in Christ Jesus.8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through 
faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—9 not by works, so 
that no one can boast.10 For we are God's handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to 
do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

What does that passage tell you about the nature of God? What has God done 
in your life? How have you experienced God's grace? 

Spend some time in silence, reflecting on what God has done in your life. Think 
about the kind of God we serve and how amazing God is. Take time to offer God 
praise for His goodness, His love, His grace, His patience...for whatever you 
want to celebrate about the nature of our God. You might want to think about 
such characteristics as: 

• His constant and abiding presence 
• The beauty and wonder of His creation 
• His wisdom that results in righteous laws 
• His unbelievable patience in the light of our flagrant and ongoing sin 
• His mercy that knows no end 
• His love, made most eloquent and clear in the death of Christ Jesus on 

the cross 
• His holiness, before which we dare not stand, were it not for the 

sacrifice of Christ on our behalf 

Perhaps you might even want to write your own Psalm of Praise to God that 
articulates the reasons that you know that God is worthy of our praise and 
adoration. 
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SELF-EXAMINATION 

We often see in Scripture that when individuals become aware of God's 
holiness, they become immediately aware of their own sinfulness and failures. 
For example, in Isaiah 6, Isaiah's vision of God led him to confess, "Woe to me! I 
am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the 
Lord Almighty." (Isaiah 6:5) When Peter saw Jesus bring in a huge catch of fish 
after what had been an unproductive night of fishing, he realized that he was in 
the presence of the living God and responded by saying, "Go away from me, 
Lord; I am a sinful man!" (Luke 5:8) 

Having spent time focused on God's goodness and love, it is now time to 
recognize how far we fall short of God's holiness. We must ask ourselves if our 
spiritual life has been everything God wants it to be. 

Contemplation of the attributes of God often makes us acutely aware of 
our own unworihiness: 

• His faithful presence makes us aware of how unfaithful we can be. 
• His creative nature points out that we can be destructive and uncaring. 
• His wisdom is in sharp contract to our foolishness. 
• His patience condemns our own intolerance. 
• His mercy stands in judgment of our unwillingness to forgive. 
• His love makes our own love look feeble. 
• His holiness only makes our own sins more obvious. 

In Prayer: Finding the Hearts True Home, Richard Foster writes, "'Prayer 
changes things,'people say. It also changes us. The latter goal is more 
imperative. The primary purpose of prayer is to bring us into such a life of 
communion with the Father that, by the power of the Spirit, we are increasingly 
conformed to the image of the Son....None of us will keep up a life of prayer 
unless we are prepared to change (p. 57)." 

As you continue in prayer today, you might now spend time reflecting on 
your spiritual life and your willingness and need to change. As you enter into a 
time of self-examination, the question you must ask yourself at the outset is, "Am 
I willing to obey anything God leads me to do and to be?" God wants more than 
half-hearted commitments and lukewarm responses. He is satisfied only with our 
complete death to self in order that Christ might live in us. To another church 
God said, "I know what you have done; I know that you are neither cold nor hot. 
How I wish that you were either one or the other! But because you are 
lukewarm, neither hot nor cold, I am going to spit you out of my mouth!" 
(Revelation 3:15-16) Are you ready to become a "hot" Christian, on fire with love 
for God? Are you ready to acknowledge your need for God's forgiveness? 



Under the leadership of the Holy Spirit, reflect on the following questions: 

• Do I honestly love others as Christ does? Do I show that love by word 
and deed? 

• Is my prayer life all that God would desire? Am I spending time 
studying the Scriptures and listening daily for what God has to say to 
me? 

• Am I faithful to the work of the church? Am I consistent and regular in 
my attendance at worship? Is my contribution of time, energy, and 
money a worthy one? 

• Is there anything in my life, character, or conduct that impedes the 
spirit or work of the church? 

• Is there some sin in my life that seems to have power over me? Is 
there some temptation that seems able to trap me even when I know I 
should not give in? 

• Have I truly allowed God to be in control of my life? Have I truly been 
praying, "Thy will be done"? 

As you reflect on these questions and the changes that God wants to bring in 
your life, you might pray the following prayer, letting these words become your 
words. 

God of all mercies, I pray now that you will guide me in an honest and thorough 
examination of my own life. Do not allow me to judge myself more favorably by 
comparing myself to others whom I believe fall farther from your expectations 
than I do myself. Rather, help me to judge myself by the example and standard 
of Jesus Christ, who lived life as a human being and demonstrated the results of 
a life lived in complete submission to your perfect will. Prevent me from engaging 
in generalities that obscure the severity of my actions. Guard me from a 
conveniently failing memory that would keep me from looking at aspects of my 
life I would prefer to leave unexamined. Forgive me of the arrogance that would 
lead me to believe that I may have committed sins that are beyond the depths of 
your mercy and forgive me also for thinking that some sins are too trivial to be 
mentioned. Do not let me fall prey to a self-righteousness that might result from 
feeling I have made such a complete confession that I am now superior to those 
who have failed to do so. Now, O Lord, hear my prayer as, to the best of my 
knowledge, I confess before You the sins of my life, the errors of thought, word 
and deed that grieve Your Spirit, the things I have done and left undone that 
thwart your will. I readily and willingly confess to you my sin. (Spend time now in 



a prayer of confession, being specific and fully open to the light of God's 
presence shining into the dark corners of your soul. Confess failures of action 
and inaction - both the wrong you have done and the good you have failed to 
do). In Jesus' name, Amen. 

To guide you in your self-examination and confession, you might also 
want to spend some time reading and meditating on the following two Psalms. 
Let these words become your prayer to God. 

Psalm 51 
1 Have mercy on me, O God, 

according to your unfailing love; 
according to your great compassion 
blot out my transgressions. 

2 Wash away all my iniquity 
and cleanse me from my sin. 

3 For I know my transgressions, 
and my sin is always before me. 

4 Against you, you only, have I sinned 
and done what is evil in your sight; 
so you are right in your verdict 
and justified when you judge. 

5 Surely I was sinful at birth, 
sinful from the time my mother conceived me. 

Yet you desired faithfulness even in the womb; 
you taught me wisdom in that secret place. 

7 Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; 
wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. 

6 

8 Let me hear joy and gladness; 
let the bones you have crushed rejoice. 

9 Hide your face from my sins 
and blot out all my iniquity. 

10 Create in me a pure heart, O God, 
and renew a steadfast spirit within me. 



11 Do not cast me from your presence 
or take your Holy Spirit from me. 

12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation 
and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me. 

13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, 
and sinners will turn back to you. 

14 Deliver me from bloodguilt, O God, 
you who are God my Savior, 
and my tongue will sing of your righteousness. 

15 Open my lips, Lord, 
and my mouth will declare your praise. 

16 You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 
you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. 

17 My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; 
a broken and contrite heart 
you, God, will not despise. 

- to 

May it please you to prosper Zion, 
to build up the walls of Jerusalem. 

19 Then you will delight in the sacrifices of the righteous, 
in burnt offerings offered whole; 
then bulls will be offered on your altar. 

Psalm 86 
1 Hear me, LORD, and answer me, 

for I am poor and needy. 

2 Guard my life, for I am faithful to you; 
save your servant who trusts in you. 
You are my God;3 have mercy on me, Lord, 
for I call to you all day long. 

4 Bring joy to your servant, Lord, 
for I put my trust in you. 

5 You, Lord, are forgiving and good, 
abounding in love to all who call to you. 
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6 Hear my prayer, LORD; 

listen to my cry for mercy. 

7 When I am in distress, I call to you, 
because you answer me. 

8 Among the gods there is none like you, Lord; 
no deeds can compare with yours. 

9 All the nations you have made 
will come and worship before you, Lord; 
they will bring glory to your name. 

10 For you are great and do marvelous deeds; 
you alone are God. 

11 Teach me your way, LORD, 
that I may rely on your faithfulness; 
give me an undivided heart, 
that I may fear your name. 

12 I will praise you, Lord my God, with all my heart; 
I will glorify your name forever. 

13 For great is your love toward me; 
you have delivered me from the depths, 
from the realm of the dead. 

When you believe you have sufficiently examined your life, you might spend time 
confessing your sins to God as specifically as you can. 

Declaration of Pardon 

Hear this good news: 

" If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins 
and purify us from all unrighteousness." "As far as the east is from the west, so 
far has He removed our transgressions from us." 

Having made a complete confession, you may now pray, 

I thank you God for a clean slate, a fresh start, a new day. Now guard 
me from further sin that I might walk in your life, and continue to offer me your 
mercy when I fail you again. Amen. 



GIVING THANKS 

Having spent time in confession, it is appropriate that we acknowledge 
and express gratitude to God for His gift of grace and for the many other 
blessings He bestows upon us. 

The following prayer might assist you in moving into a posture of thanksgiving: 

Let us give thanks to God our Father for all His gifts so freely bestowed upon us. 
For the beauty and wonder of Your creation, in earth and sky and sea, I thank 
You, Lord. 
For all that is gracious in the lives of men and women, revealing the image of 
Christ, 
I thank You, Lord 
For my daily food and drink, my home and family, and friends, 
I thank You, Lord. 
For a mind to think, and a heart to love, and hands to serve, 
I thank You, Lord. 
For health and strength to work, and leisure to rest and play, 
I thank You, Lord. 
For the brave and courageous, who are patient in suffering and faithful in 
adversity, 
I thank You, Lord. 
For all valiant seekers after truth, liberty, and justice, 
I thank You, Lord. 
For the communion of saints, in all times and places, 
I thank You, Lord. 
Above all, I give You thanks for the great mercies and promises given to us in 
Christ Jesus our Lord; to Him be praise and glory, with You, O Father, and the 
Holy Spirit, now and forever. 

Amen. 

This prayer may help to place you in a grateful spirit and may suggest specific 
blessings for which you are thankful. List here the blessings for which you wish 
to thank God: 
(Do not rush through this time of thanksgiving. After listing the blessings that 
come immediately to mind, take some time to sit quietly and ask yourself where 
you have seen God at work in your life. Give thanks also for the many evidences 
of God's love and presence) 
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SUPPLICATION AND INTERCESSION 
(PRAYER FOR SELF AND FOR OTHERS) 

Before beginning to devote time to praying for your own needs and the needs of 
the church, you might want to take a break and walk around. If the weather is 
nice, you might want to walk outside and notice the beauty of God's creation. 
You might simply want to stretch your muscles and take some deep breaths. 
Remember, though, that even our breaks are in God's presence and that He is 
enjoying this time with you. 

Now that you have recognized so much that God has already done for 
you, you may see that there are specific blessings that you need in order to 
follow Him as you should. There will also be areas of your life and in the life of 
your family where you need for God to intercede as only He can. 

Read the following Psalm: 
I waited patiently for the Lord's help; then He listened to me and heard 

my cry. 
He pulled me out of a dangerous pit, out of the deadly quicksand. 
He set me safely on a rock and made me secure. 
He taught me to sing a new song, a song of praise to our God. 
Many who see this will take warning and will put their trust in the Lord. 

Happy are those who trust the Lord, who do not turn to idols or join those 
who worship false gods. 

You have done many things for us, O Lord our God; there is none like 
you! 

You have made many wonderful plans for us. 
I could never speak of them all - their number is so great! 

You do not want sacrifices and offerings; 
You do not ask for animals burned whole on the altar or for sacrifices to 

take away sins. 
Instead, You have given me ears to hear You, and so I answered, "Here 

I am; Your instructions for me are in the book of the Law. 
How I love to do your will, my God! 
I keep Your teaching in my heart." 

In the assembly of all Your people, Lord, I told the good news that You 
save us. 

You know that I will never stop telling it. 
I have not kept the news of salvation to myself; 
I have always spoken of your faithfulness and help. 
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In the assembly of all Your people I have not been silent about Your 
loyalty and constant love. 

Lord, I know you will never stop being merciful to me. Your love and 
your loyalty will always keep me safe. 

Psalm 40:1-11 

In the First Letter of John, we read, "We have courage in God's presence, 
because we are sure that He hears us if we ask Him for anything that is 
according to His will. He hears us whenever we ask Him; and since we know this 
is true, we know also that He gives us what we ask from Him" (1 John 5:14-15). 

In Hebrews 4:14-16. we find these wonderful words of encouragement. 
'Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, 
Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not 
have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have 
one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin. Let 
us then approach God's throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive 
mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need." 

Take a few moments to think about what these two passages promise us. What 
is God saying to you as you read the passages from I John 5 and Hebrews 4? 
What difference would it make in your praying if you truly let those promises sink 
in? 

With the certainty of God's eager desire to respond to your needs and pleas, feel 
free now to bring your needs, hungers, and desires to God. 

These are areas about which you may wish to pray: 
My Life as a Christian 
A closer walk with God 
Protection from temptation 
Development of the Christian virtues 
Opportunities of ministry and service 
Opportunities to share my faith 

My Life as a Member of a Family 
God's guidance in my role as a parent, child, and/or spouse 
Specific prayers for the members of my family 

My Friends and Circle of Influence 
Neighbors and friends who are struggling in some area of their lives 
People you know who do not know Jesus as Savior and Lord 
Those you encounter who need your encouragement, love, and ministry 
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My Church 
The members of the staff 
The lay leadership, including deacons, team leaders, Sunday School 

teachers, and others who serve so faithfully 
The members of the congregation 

For active, cooperative participation in church life 
For a growing commitment to spiritual renewal 

For Sunday School classes 
The sick, the hospitalized, the grieving, the shut-ins, and those who are 

caring for a spouse or loved one with physical, emotional, or mental 
difficulties 

Ministries within the church and to the community (such as the 
partnership with Montclair, the Food Pantry, and the Clothes Closet) 

God's guidance of our congregation 
God's empowerment of us that we might make a greater impact in our 

area 
A true outpouring of God's Spirit that brings to our church a real 

experience of revival and renewal as well as a growing passion for 
God and God's work 

My Life at Work 
Energy and willingness to do my job well 
My Co-workers 
My supervisors 
My supervisees 
My witness and testimony before my colleagues 

My Life in the World 
World leaders 
People at war 
People living in poverty and deprivation 
Missionaries serving nearby and around the world 

You are coming to the end of these guidelines for prayer. Before you conclude, 
offer a prayer to God for the wonderful gift of grace that has been given to you by 
the death of Jesus Christ for you. Thank Him for eternal life, for His abiding 
presence in your life, and for His amazing love. Thank Him for the gift of this 
day, and ask Him to empower you to follow through on the commitments you 
have made. 
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As you bring your time of prayer to a close, please spend some time reflecting on 
and meditating on this passage from Ephesians. As you think about your future, 
what might God have in store for you? 

Ephesians 3:14-21 
14 For this reason I kneel before the Father,15 from whom every family in heaven 
and on earth derives its name.161 pray that out of his glorious riches he may 
strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ 
may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and 
established in love,18 may have power, together with all the Lord's people, to 
grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,19 and to know 
this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all 
the fullness of God. 

20 

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 
imagine, according to his power that is at work within us,21 to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 



APPENDIX G 

FRIDAY EVENING WORSHIP 
RETREAT AT SIMPSONWOOD 

JANUARY 11, 2008 

CALL TO WORSHIP 
LEADER: This is the day that the Lord has made. 
PEOPLE: Let us rejoice and be glad in it. 
LEADER: Let us praise the Lord, who does not hide when we seek His 

face. 
PEOPLE: Let us praise the Lord, who hears our cry and answers when 

we call. 
LEADER: The Lord does not turn away in anger, but helps us in our 

distress. 
PEOPLE: The Lord our God and Savior never rejects or forsakes us. 
LEADER: The Lord protects us from oppressors who threaten us with lies 

and violence. 
PEOPLE: We walk in confidence for our Lord is strong. 
LEADER: Let us praise and seek God whose greatness fills us with wonder 

and awe. 
PEOPLE: God is here among us and within us. We await God's Word 

and listen for His voice. 
LEADER: Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts. 
PEOPLE: We worship a holy God who inhabits our world and lives 

within us. 

LISTENING TO GOD THROUGH HIS WORD 
LUKE 11 
9"So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; 
knock and the door will be opened to you. 10For everyone who asks 
receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be 
opened. 

11"Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake 
instead? 12Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13lf you then, 
though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much 
more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" 

TIME OF SHARING 

SHARING OF PRAYER REQUESTS 

TIME OF GROUP PRAYER 
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APPENDIX I 

POST-PROJECT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. How satisfied were you with your relationship with God before this process? 

2. Why did you agree to participate in this project? 

3. How has your spiritual life been changed by your participation in this process? 

4. Describe your experience with each of the practices introduced during this experience: 

A. Spiritual reading/lectio divina 
B. Contemplative or centering prayer 
C. Journaling 
D. Sabbath keeping 

5. Which of the spiritual practices did you find most beneficial for your spiritual life? 
Why? 

6. Which of the spiritual practices did you find least beneficial for your spiritual life? 
Why? 

7. In what ways was the small group discussion and experience helpful in encouraging 
spiritual growth? 

8. Do you believe your growth through this process was influenced more by the spiritual 
disciplines or by the small group experience and sharing? 

9. In what ways did the readings help your spiritual life? 

10. What readings were the most helpful? The least helpful? 

11. How helpful were the meetings with the pastor during this process? 

12. How helpful was the retreat experience for your own spiritual growth and 
sensitivity? 

13. What has been the most difficult or disappointing part of this experience? Why? 
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14. Are you more aware of God's presence and activity in your daily life than you were 
before beginning this process? Why or why not? How has this process helped you 
become more attentive to God's presence? 



APPENDIX J 

SUMMARY OF POST-PROJECT INTERVIEW RESPONSES 

1. How satisfied were you with your relationship with God before this process? 

• Participant 1: "I was satisfied. I don't know exactly howl would rate it. I always 

knew that God was first and foremost in my life, but I never gave it that much 

thought. I just always thought that God's there, he'll take care of it." 

• Participant 2: "I was still searching. I was fairly satisfied and felt that God had 

accepted me and forgiven me of my sins. I had seen the hand of God at work in 

several things, but I was very hungry still for a lot of answers." 

• Participant 3: "On a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being absolutely satisfied and 1 being not 

satisfied at all, I would say before this process I would put myself at about 2.5." 

• Participant 4: "Not particularly satisfied. I have spent most of my adult life 

disconnected from anything having to do with religion and have only been attempting 

some engagement for about fifteen years — when I got married. So I was growing, I 

think, but I typify my relationship with God as wrestling - as Jacob did. It's an 

attempt to understand the doubt and how that's connected to faith." 

• Participant 5: "I guess I'd have to say not satisfied at all, now that I've learned 

what I've learned. But I was okay with it. I thought I was satisfied." 

• Participant 6: "I thought that I was pretty satisfied, but I've found that the process 

180 



181 

has helped me grow closer, and the disciplines have helped me with my focus and 

showing me aspects of my faith that I hadn't really thought of or needed to pursue 

further." 

• Participant 7: "I'm never satisfied. Would it ever be good to be fully satisfied? 

There's always a desire for something more. I feel comforted by the knowledge that 

even people with great faith are never satisfied. I don't necessarily sense that I'm 

doing anything terribly wrong, but I think I could do more." 

• Participant 8: "I would say that I come from a place that is longing for a closer 

relationship, and I can look back at my life at various times and see that I had a closer 

relationship than I have had in the last year." 

2. Why did you agree to participate in this project? 

• Participant 1: "It sounded challenging and interesting, and it was an opportunity to 

learn and maybe do more than I am - grow might be a better word." 

• Participant 2: "In addition to your invitation, I just had a feeling that this would be 

a good thing for me to be involved in, that I might get something from it. When I 

read what you were planning in the newsletter, it mentioned that the group would be 

studying the Sabbath, and the Sabbath is something I'm very interested in learning 

more about, maybe getting some answers to some of the questions I had. After 

reading your article in the newsletter, I thought about calling you to see if I could join 

the group, but then I figured that if God wanted me to be in the group, you'd call me. 

And you did." 

• Participant 3: "Because I saw that this was a way that I felt would increase my 

closeness to God. Prior to this, I never had real good practices that would allow me 
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to get a deeper meaning out of the Scripture and that would help me focus in prayer. 

It seemed that this project was going to teach this, and I was very excited about that 

because that was one way I could increase how close I was to God." 

• Participant 4: "Because I like my pastor and wanted to help. And I was somewhat 

honored to be invited to assist in this thing that is pretty important to you. I am 

seeking to grow and was interested to know what was on your mind in terms of 

teaching about the spiritual life." 

• Participant 5: "Because I wasn't really satisfied. I knew there was more to reading 

and understanding Scripture than I knew, but I didn't know how to study. I didn't 

know how to pray." 

• Participant 6: "It sounded like something that would help me, and I enjoy the 

social aspects of being in small groups." 

• Participant 7: "I always want to get closer to God and look for any possibility to 

learn more about God or get to know God better. The project seemed to be a 

worthwhile thing to do." 

• Participant 8: "I thought it would be a good opportunity for me to explore some 

different spiritual formation disciplines, and having had little experience in 

understanding spiritual disciplines beyond prayer, I thought I might glean some 

important information." 

3. How has your spiritual life been changed by your participation in this process? 

• Participant 1: "Well it has been changed. I am more aware of God, and I think the 

book on centering prayer helped a lot. When I prayed, I was praying to God, but I 



183 

was concentrating on whatever I was praying for or praying about. Now I pray more 

to God. I think of God when I pray now." 

• Participant 2: "My spiritual life has, in sensitivity to God's presence and awareness 

of his actions everyday- what he is doing everyday- has probably increased about 

90%, which makes it almost like I'm on a mountain somewhere talking to him. It has 

increased so much. It changed my whole life." 

• Participant 3: "The way I can describe it best is: before going through this process, 

God was somebody I was close to or thought about on Sunday morning and maybe 

occasionally during the week and at grace time at dinner. But I really didn't feel as 

though God was somebody I was tuned into in everything I was doing, somebody I 

would even say quick prayers to when doing little things. Now, after going through 

the process, he's somebody I'm in touch with everyday, that I think about as I think 

about things going through my life. It's much, much better than it was before." 

• Participant 4: "I think overall it's moving in the right direction. I really enjoyed 

the interaction with the other people as they shared their faith struggles. I think 

everyone struggles to some extent, and all of the people in our group are people I 

knew variously well, some better than others, and it was nice to get to know all of 

them better and to be on that journey with them. So I think that was an uplifting 

experience. I am disappointed in myself in how rigorously I engaged each of the 

elements of the process, with the exception of journaling. That's the one I resonated 

best with and have begun to use it, at least weekly, and it has helped me a lot." 

• Participant 5: "It's been changed dramatically, in that I've experienced a lot of 

what I've been practicing — one of the things is being still and being quiet. I've 
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learned to do that. I've learned how to push everything out of my thinking at times. 

And when I do, I hear things and feel things. Before, I can't say that I ever really-

well, I can say I felt like I got an answer, but it came through a dream or osmosis. 

But now I pray differently." 

• Participant 6: "I feel a lot more relaxed and focused. In some aspects, I do feel 

closer to God. In studying with the group, I feel like there are things I could go back 

and pursue more, outside of the time frame we had." 

• Participant 7: "I have a few more methods to try to use. It certainly encouraged me 

during the process to keep up with things and keep things going. I have been doing 

the disciplines somewhere between daily and weekly and hope I will continue to 

carry on with the disciplines and become more comfortable with them." 

• Participant 8: "I would say my potential for my spiritual life to be changed by 

participation is yes, but I can't say that it has in the immediate past. I think that part 

of my life is involved in the tyranny of the urgent, and the things that are important 

get set aside for the things that are emergent. Things in my life have been so crazy 

and have had me very distracted during the time we've been in this process." 

4. Describe your experience with each of the practices introduced during this experience: 

A. Spiritual reading/lectio divina 

• Participant 1: "It has been very rewarding. That I really enjoyed, and I think I said 

in one of the sessions that I would recommend each of these books to my friends." 

• Participant 2: "It has given me an order to begin with, a pattern of discipline, a 

beginning of prayer and being aware of God's presence and paying attention to what 

he has to say. That pattern has developed into a way of life. I don't notice it so much 
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as a pattern anymore. It's not like going from step to step any more. It's just 

happening many times in different ways, but all parts of it are happening all the time. 

It's just a natural flow now. It's just flowing along in every activity of life. It's been 

wonderful. I had to work on it to begin with. Now it's not a matter of finding time. 

Time with God is what life with God is all about. As I think about what God has 

done, how can I not make time for God?" 

• Participant 3: "This is one of the most profound things we did, one of my top two 

favorite things of all the four disciplines. The reason why is, the biggest difference is 

that before I would read the Bible like a novel, trying to get what was going on, but I 

never really put myself there as part of the scene, as we can do with many of the 

passages we worked with. But that's just part of it. The biggest difference is that 

after doing that, I could begin pondering on what I was thinking as I was reading and 

how that affected my life. That was a big switch, and now all of a sudden Scripture 

really opened up to me at a very personal level. That was really what I was looking 

for and what I was lacking. That wasn't from a lack of desire. It was from a lack of 

knowing how to get a deeper understanding of what the Scripture was saying and then 

being able to draw out what it meant to me at a really personal level. The practice of 

lectio divina really opened that up for me.. The hardest part, though, was the last part 

- being quiet and still." 

• Participant 4: "I think that lectio divina is very useful to spiritual formation for 

people who are pretty mature in their personal journeys, but I think it is over the head 

of most Christians." 
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• Participant 5: "I've learned to be quiet and find my place of quiet and to listen. I 

don't always hear God speaking to me when I'm quiet, but I can read the Scripture 

and understand. And it speaks to me sometimes." 

• Participant 6: "I think it was positive. I can pursue this further." 

• Participant 7: "A good one. I had heard of this one before in Companions in 

Christ, and for a while I have gone back to it off and on. The emphasis not being on 

quantity of reading is interesting. It's a good way to focus to see if there's any more 

than you would get just reading the story, but sometimes when I mean to readjust a 

short section, I get interested in the story and keep reading a longer section or a whole 

chapter. Still, this does offer a good way to focus, and I will continue using it, though 

not every time I read Scripture." 

• Participant 8: "I really had the chance to see myself in Scripture, instead of just 

other people in Scripture. One of the things I've embraced is that God is the same 

yesterday, today, and forever, and so are people. I've had a tendency to look at the 

ways God worked in the lives of people in Scripture and not necessarily put myself in 

that situation. In the context of lectio divina, I've been able to look at a passage and 

put myself in there, where I can see that God speaking to David is just as much God 

speaking to me at this point in time." 

B. Contemplative or centering prayer 

• Participant 1: "I think that centering on God, that's what I'm trying to do. At times 

it's hard to do, but I find that it's easier than it was. And actually, I think it's all 

about God, about God and me, and about me and God." 
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• Participant 2: "Centering prayer has been excellent for spending time when you 

can get isolated to allow God's word to begin to move through you and where you 

can respond in praise and worship. Another thing centering prayer has done for me is 

that the words out of my mouth, I'm very careful about what I say. I hear myself 

paying attention to what I'm saying because our words can hurt someone or mislead 

someone or become detrimental to leading someone to Christ. I've noticed some 

nights that it's great to have lots of time to really rest in God and let him talk to you 

and respond in praise and worship. But I've found that you can do that in five 

minutes. Five minutes can seem like a long time when you take a minute and a deep 

breath and give yourself over to the Lord, and that few minutes of refreshing rest and 

responding to God, just that short time can be wonderful. When I talk to some 

people, they might I'm fanatical, but I don't think I'm fanatical. I feel alive. Before, 

the various parts of life felt separated - home life and work life and church life - but 

this has brought them all together." 

• Participant 3: "This was, again, very hard. This is going to be one that's a 

challenge for me. By that, I mean that not as an excuse that it's too hard and I'm not 

going to do it. I think what I really need to do is spend a lot more time specifically 

focusing on that and reading Basil Pennington's book and practicing. More than 

anything else we did, I felt like this was exercise where I think you get better at it the 

more you do it. With the timing of the holidays, it was difficult to set aside regular 

time, and it requires regular time to get the hang of this. If I did it for a couple days 

and then didn't for a few days, I felt like I was back at the beginning." 
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• Participant 4: "Contemplative prayer is not as difficult to access, but it is a high-

level discipline, unless it is approached from a more secular approach as simple 

meditation. That's a little too touchy-feely for some people, but personally I did have 

some success in engaging this one and enjoyed it." 

• Participant 5: "Centering prayer is easy. I have so many things to pray for, and 

with centering prayer, I take one thing and try to push everything else out. And I 

have found answers and I have followed what I hear. Centering prayer is an easy 

thing to do." 

• Participant 6: "That helped me with focus, and I definitely did feel closer to God 

with that one." 

• Participant 7: "Ihaven't gotten the knack of that one yet. I maybe getting better at 

quieting my mind, but I'm still not hearing anything when I try to practice this." 

• Participant 8: "I wouldn't say that this is something that's been meaningful to me. 

Could it be? Probably, but not yet." 

C. Journaling 

• Participant 1: "I haven't done as much of that as I should have. I will do more, 

especially after I compared what I did with journaling several years ago with what 

I'm doing right now. I saw a lot of things I was concerned about then and my 

feelings about some of them have changed, and some have not. Some I have wanted 

to change still remain the same, but I think it's a great experience to do that. 

Personally, it's a great experience." 

• Participant 2: "Journaling has been excellent. I've been in business for many 

years, and journaling is something you do in business anyway. At the end of the day, 
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you write everything down. Last year I started personal journaling. But in looking 

back at the past year, my journaling was mostly crying out and 'Why this?' and 'Why 

that?' and thanking God for the good things that do happen. But the journaling now 

is more praise time and time to get ready to spend time alone. I look back and ask 

where I've seen God at work today, not just in me but in the world, then I write that 

down and begin to praise him in the journal. I probably won't ever get a psalm 

published like David. I'd sure like to write a psalm like David. When I read the 

Psalms, that's how I feel." 

• Participant 3: "This is one of my top two favorites and maybe the favorite, but it's 

neck and neck with lectio divina. I just had a natural flow into journaling. Pondering 

what the Scripture meant and bringing it back to a personal level, a lot of how I did 

that was to journal as part of lectio divina, just writing. That's how it started, and 

then when we discussed journaling and I saw how much broader journaling could be, 

that you could write down your thoughts when confused, and the process of writing 

could become an unloading and giving it up. I found many times when I'd write that 

things that weren't immediately at the surface would come to the surface. At our 

retreat, I really tried to focus on being still, and it was very difficult. In the morning, I 

began to journal and was able to get off my mind some stress from work. In the 

afternoon, I sat by the river and journaled. I knew we were coming to the end of the 

retreat, and I was thinking about the question, 'What have I learned from this 

experience?' I wrote that question and then started writing and before long I'd filled 

a page and a half about practices I wanted to do at home, related to Sabbath keeping 

and other things. So that was one of the biggest benefits of journaling, and I will 



190 

continue to practice journaling on a very regular basis, along with lectio divina. The 

two really go hand in hand." 

• Participant 4: "Journaling is pretty effective, and I think it's a basic level 

engagement that anybody at any place in their walk can engage and benefit from. I 

think that's probably why I gained so much from it. If I were to describe my spiritual 

life, I would say it's more immature than mature. If there's a scale and there's a 

middle, I'm probably below the middle." 

• Participant 5: "The hardest thing to do. It's not easy for me. I've got a long way 

to go, and maybe journaling will help. Sometimes I know I need to write and 

communicate what I'm feeling." 

• Participant 6: "Journaling, I did before, and I continue to do. Being asked to 

journal specifically about where I have seen God at work in my life really changed 

my approach, and I find that that this study has helped me focus more on seeing 

where I see God at work in my life daily or weekly." 

• Participant 7: "Not a new concept. It doesn't usually clarify anything for me to 

write things down because it all comes out in a blur. I do think it's a helpful thing at 

times since you don't remember all the things you wrote down, so it will probably be 

something I will continue to do occasionally." 

• Participant 8: "That is not a habit I've developed, but it's one I think could be very 

good for me. I have used it in the past, and I can write with stream of consciousness, 

and when I look back, it reveals a lot to me about where I was at that time, and that 

allows me to compare or learn." 
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D. Sabbath keeping 

• Participant 1: "In my retirement, I'm doing a lot of Sabbath keeping, but didn't 

realize it. It's making me more aware of what it is and how it should be practiced. I 

will try to have more of an awareness. In your retirement, it's real easy to practice 

the Sabbath, but you still have to make time for it." 

• Participant 2: "I'm still dealing with a lot of that. I really feel that could be very 

valuable. Some of the material talked about Sabbath rest personally, and I'm still 

dealing with Sabbath rest for the family. I'm thinking about Saturday night and 

Sunday for the family. But Saturday night, that's a hard time not to book anything. It 

may not be as legalistic, but maybe some time for our family to spend time together 

on Saturday night and then bless the children. In Judaism, the father blesses the 

children as the sun goes down. Sabbath time as a family on Saturday night can be a 

time to prepare for worship, and then Sunday afternoon can be a special place in all of 

our lives when we honor God. I'm going to try to work that out. I think that can be 

important to the family." 

• Participant 3: "I loved it this weekend. I can't remember the last time I spent so 

much time with myself. And it was a very interesting feeling, like rediscovering 

yourself. I can see the clear, clear benefit of Sabbath keeping or some practice 

thereof. To be honest, trying to get a whole day is going to be very difficult, but I'm 

willing to give it a try. And short of giving it a whole day, I'm really determined to 

find even an evening or a half-day or whatever to be quiet and spend time reading and 

trying to feel the presence of God. It's going to be interesting to see if I can do that in 

my normal surroundings. That's one of my fears: do circumstances have to be 
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trying to think creatively about it - perhaps taking walks in the woods and finding a 

place to journal." 

• Participant 4: "I didn't read the whole book. I read the first two chapters, and I 

found her approach interesting, in terms of establishing rhythms of life. I think the 

value in that is simply developing an awareness of God in your life through these 

rhythms. I think Sabbath keeping - an actual day of the week — I find it difficult to 

imagine putting in place in today's families. Our child is busy on the weekend, and 

the weekend is when household work gets done. The nearest I can imagine getting to 

some Sabbath keeping is some time on a Sunday, but not an entire 24-hour day. And 

also, I have a lot of work to do when I'm at church." 

• Participant 5: "I love that one. I grew up keeping the Sabbath because my mother 

made us keep the Sabbath. It was always a strict day. I like to be quiet and slower 

and to do the things I enjoy. I don't want to think about the things that bother me on 

the Sabbath. And that's what I'm going to do to keep the Sabbath for me - to keep 

away the negative. It makes me happy to think it's okay to do it that way." 

• Participant 6: "That was something I thought I had been observing, but not to the 

extent I have learned about it. That is something I will continue to do." 

• Participant 7: "I like that one, perhaps more than the others. I think it suits my 

personality better. I've had times in my life when I've needed to be efficient and 

don't feel like I can waste any time. Because I've had to be that person who has had 

to be efficient, the idea that it is okay to have Sabbath, and not only okay, but even a 

good thing, maybe even something that you're supposed to do is rather freeing. It's 
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like that one." 

• Participant 8: "I have had a sense of that one more since we've been in this 

process. I've really felt free to say that there is value in choosing to withdraw from 

the expectations of others. Maybe there are times I really do need to call timeout." 

5. Which of the spiritual practices did you find most beneficial for your spiritual life? 

Why? 

• Participant 1: "Centering prayer. Prayer is so important. I think most of us just 

breathe a prayer all day long, and it's just such a big part of your life, whether 

thanking God for creation and the beauty of the world. I see people on the street that 

I feel sorry for, and I ask God to help them. I feel like I've been so blessed, and I'm 

not grateful enough. The book on prayer really helped me to realize that. I do think 

that God, if we love him, is with us all the time and is seeing us all the time, and 

looking back on my life, I realized that, especially after looking back at what I 

journaled." 

• Participant 2: "The most beneficial was lectio divina. That got everything started, 

and gave me a structure and a pattern. We need that to start out with, getting that 

pattern established." 

• Participant 3: "Lectio divina and journaling." 

• Participant 4: "Journaling. I find it pretty easy to sit and ruminate on things and let 

my mind wander, but when you sit down to write, you have to form cogent thoughts. 

Committing to paper your thoughts requires you to think through those thoughts, and 
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I think there is a discovery process when you do that that helps you understand your 

motivations about things." 

• Participant 5: "Sabbath" 

• Participant 6: "Probably a combination of journaling, Sabbath keeping, and 

centering prayer." 

• Participant 7: "The Sabbath keeping is something I like the idea of, and lectio 

divina, I like the idea of that one. Sabbath and lectio divina seem like they could help 

provide beneficial ideas sometimes." 

• Participant 8: "Probably in order: journaling, Sabbath keeping, lectio divina, and 

centering prayer. 

6. Which of the spiritual practices did you find least beneficial for your spiritual life? 

Why? 

• Participant 1: "I don't know. I can't say that. I thought they were all beneficial." 

• Participant 2: "They're all real good. The least, I guess, journaling is the least, but 

even then it's so beneficial." 

• Participant 3: "Centering prayer. I hate to use the term 'least beneficial,' but I 

would say most difficult." 

• Participant 4: "I think the lectio divina. I'm trying to think if that would have been 

more effective if it was later in the process. It might have been some. Maybe, 

though, it's my approach to Scripture. That may be the basic issue. I seldom read 

Scripture to have it speak to me in a real intimate way. Most of the time when I read 

Scripture, I am reading to expand my biblical knowledge and how the Bible came to 
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be. I am always approaching it from a big-picture perspective, and so I haven't 

gotten to a level yet where I want to engage Scripture in a real intimate way." 

• Participant 5: "I hate having to label these like this, but I guess the first one, the 

lectio divina. Because it's the hardest for me to make time and sit still and keep 

everything pushed away and make time to listen. But I am aware that I need to work 

on it." 

• Participant 6: "Lectio divina. I think there was less connection to that one." 

• Participant 7: "Probably the centering prayer because I don't feel like I get it. The 

concept, I think, kind of makes sense. The entire emptying of your mind, since I 

haven't gotten there yet, I don't see why that is helpful. Being with God without 

having to intercede for someone, I see that as helpful. But I'm rarely with anyone 

with a completely blank mind, so I don't see why that is helpful." 

• Participant 8: "Reverse the order from the previous question, so centering prayer as 

the least." 

7. In what ways was the small group discussion and experience helpful in encouraging 

spiritual growth? 

• Participant 1: "I will admit that there were times when I thought, 'What am I doing 

here?' because there were such gaps between where I am and where they are in terms 

of my place in life. But yes, it helped with understanding and it helped me to know 

them better. It helped me to pray better for them, knowing what they are dealing 

with. I'm not saying it didn't help me. It did. Had I been in a group of people who 

are facing the same things I am right now, I probably could have benefited more from 

the discussion. I have already experienced where the others are right now." 



• Participant 2: "You could see how this was affecting the lives of the other people. 

As they talked, you could see if it was affecting them like it was me. Their 

testimonies of how God was working in their lives was very inspiring." 

• Participant 3: "I thought it was very helpful. There were two things I got out of it. 

One was being able to talk about difficulties I was having with a particular practice, 

so there was reassurance that others were having similar issues. Also, at the same 

time, I enjoyed hearing how they were dealing with it and getting that kind of 

fellowship and exchange back. And also, it was beneficial to go through something 

with a group of people and get closer to them on a personal level and get to know 

things in their lives and find out about them and know there was a group of people 

that I was doing something together with, and that sense of fellowship was really a 

terrific part of it." 

• Participant 4: "Being in an environment where people are encouraged to bare their 

hearts and become vulnerable, and connecting to them in that vulnerability is good. 

Engaging in the process and seeing how others engage in the process makes me feel 

closer to them. My regard for each person has changed because of this small group." 

• Participant 5: "It was very helpful to see that everybody has about the same 

problem, and seeing the different personalities. Sometimes someone would give an 

answer in a meeting, and I'd wonder about it. But then I would realize that that was 

where the person was and that their point of view was coming across." 

• Participant 6: "I thought it was helpful. I enjoyed the social aspects of it, but I also 

enjoyed the chance to hear others share. I found that if I had problems or questions, 

that other people were having the same problems or questions." 
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• Participant 7: "I like small groups, but I would like any small group within reason, 

especially people that you would probably feel some sort of camaraderie with. I like 

any small group, getting to share with people with similar goals." 

• Participant 8: "It was helpful, absolutely. For people in congregational life, there 

is a tendency to be dishonest, not in attempting to lie, but in trying to appear better 

than we are, so this group provided us an opportunity to be very candid about what I 

don't have together. At the same time, there was an opportunity to love and care for 

one another in the midst of that. If you look at Christ in the New Testament, it seems 

that the people who most frustrated him were those who were dishonest in their 

relationships about spiritual matters, and it's easy to get caught up in this performance 

of your spirituality. And I think we're called to be obedient as well as authentic." 

8. Do you believe your growth through this process was influenced more by the spiritual 

disciplines or by the small group experience and sharing? 

• Participant 1: "The spiritual disciplines." 

• Participant 2: "I think the instruction in what to do and how to begin this process 

was the most important. The group did help, too, but being able to get something 

beginning to go on was important. The disciplines were definitely more helpful." 

• Participant 3: "Spiritual disciplines. The small group augmented it, but if it was 

just the small group without the disciplines, it would have had a benefit, but it would 

not have been the same. That's easy." 

• Participant 4: "I think it really was the small group engagement. I think that the 

disciplines require more than a few weeks to develop. Each of them could be a half a 

year small group kind of engagement where you work to develop that discipline as a 
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habit. For this the small group was the primary vehicle of any growth. I learned a lot 

about each of these disciplines and that learning helps create a desire to develop them 

personally on my own, but there's just too much life around to focus on something in 

just a few weeks." 

• Participant 5: "The disciplines. The group allowed us to vent with each other, but I 

wouldn't have been successful without the disciplines." 

• Participant 6: "I don't think I could just say one or the other. I think the disciplines 

definitely because we were all actively doing the disciplines. But it helped to know 

that you could go back and bounce things off each other. It kind of helped you 

understand something if you had questions before." 

• Participant 7: "Can they be separated? You might be able to separate them 

somewhat, but I don't think it would work as well. You have to do some of it by 

yourself— the reading and the trying things out - but I tend to think that small groups 

are helpful, especially if you are studying something and can discuss what other 

people got out of it. It helps you see a different perspective and try something 

different than you would of, because you can't think of everything yourself. There's 

something in being in it together and the accountability of it. The disciplines would 

be helpful on their own, to anyone who would pick up the books, but there's 

something in knowing others are studying the same thing and will be discussing it 

that has value." 

• Participant 8: "It's hard to say one is favorable over the other, except that I tend to 

process things verbally, so being able to share and process with other believers 

showing the same level of transparency is, I find, very refreshing." 
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9. In what ways did the readings help your spiritual life? 

• Participant 1: "The readings put you in touch with yourself and help you 

concentrate on where you are and where you're going and how it all relates to you. I 

can't remember reading anything that I didn't agree with or find valuable." 

• Participant 2: "Definitely helpful. They reinforced some of the things you were 

talking about and broadened my thoughts in other areas that I hadn't thought of. 

There's a lot to read still in those books. I read the chapters you assigned, but I still 

want to read the rest of each book." 

• Participant 3: "I think in a lot of ways the readings filled out the knowledge base 

from which to draw on. For example, one of the articles on journaling really 

described the practice and how to use it. That really filled in the knowledge of what 

to do." 

• Participant 4: "It was all good. What interested me the most about this - 1 always 

think about the writers and who they are and what their perspective is. I did find that 

both of the women were more appealing to me than the men. I think that suggests 

that women are far more able to engage their feelings and their hearts and their 

emotions than men are, but I liked all of the reading." 

• Participant 5: "Let me answer with a story. In Sunday School Sunday, I read the 

Scripture differently and listened differently, and I listened within the story that was 

being taught to what the message was trying to tell me. That's one of the best things I 

got from the reading and the entire study." 
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• Participant 6: "I think it was helpful. The authors brought points out about the 

disciplines that I thought of, but didn't know how to put together, or there were just 

new ideas on how to view the disciplines. It gave more of a focus to the group." 

• Participant 7: "Having a little more time to get through the whole books would 

have been helpful. I don't know if I just imagine that I would have gotten through the 

whole book with more time, or if I really would have. The time of year, going into 

Christmas, wasn't really ideal. I hope or expect to finish all the books eventually. I 

don't know how you would have done this without the books or some material, 

though, because you have to do some of it by yourself." 

• Participant 8: "I think it formed some information rather than just give instruction. 

It gave some background to the disciplines and why they are valuable. It helps to 

understand the reason this is important." 

10. What readings were the most helpful? The least helpful? 

• Participant 1: Most - "Centering Prayer. And Receiving the Day, too. That was 

helpful and really brought an awareness of the gift of the day." Least — "I guess 

maybe, not that it wasn't helpful, but in rating one through four, I would rate the 

Hinson book {Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership) as the least helpful." 

• Participant 2: Most - "Soul Feast was excellent, and the Ron Farr article on 

Sabbath ('Sabbath Resting in God'). That was an excellent article. I enjoyed that. I 

felt close to what he was saying. Centering Prayer was good, too." Least - "I found 

them all helpful, but the one that I didn't get a lot out of was the other one on 

Sabbath, the Peterson article ('Rhythms of Grace')." 
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• Participant 3: Most - "The most helpful reading was the thing you wrote - the one 

page description of the practice of lectio divina) I read the book, but I went back to 

that sheet a lot. I also really liked the 'Rhythms of Grace' article on Sabbath keeping 

(by Eugene Peterson). He described how Mondays were his Sabbath day, and I could 

picture that in my mind. I also really enjoyed reading the last book, Receiving the 

Day by Dorothy Bass." Least - I would have to say the third book, by Hinson 

(Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership). After the articles, the book really 

didn't add much more. Even though it was hard, I really did enjoy reading the Basil 

Pennington book on Centering Prayer." 

• Participant 4: Most- "It's kind of a toss-up between the lectio divina (Soul Feast) 

and the Sabbath keeping (Receiving the Day). And I think that's mostly because they 

are women." Least - "By process of elimination, I guess the book that spoke about 

jouraaling (Hinson's Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership) because the 

author writes that it is focused on pastors, and I'm not the target." 

• Participant 5: Most - "That sheet you gave us on the retreat. I read that and really 

felt it. Maybe it was because of where we were and all the studying I had done 

before. I will keep that guide and will use it again. The books were excellent, and 

the last one I really liked (Receiving the Day). And the first one (Soul Feast). I 

guess the one I really liked was the first one (Soul Feast), and I liked the last one 

(Receiving the Day) because I've always been interested in the Sabbath, and to hear 

what she said made me think I can do the Sabbath my way, and it's not as strict as my 

That handout can be found in Appendix C. 
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mother said." Least- I couldn't tell you that anything was not helpful. They were all 

appropriate for what we were doing." 

• Participant 6: Most - "I liked the Sabbath keeping articles and book (Receiving the 

Day, 'Rhythms of Grace,' and 'Sabbath Resting in God'). That was the most helpful. 

The journaling literature was interesting as well ('Journaling: Breathing Space in the 

Spiritual Journey,' and 'Spiritual Preparation for Christian Leadership'." Least - "I 

think the first couple books (Soul Feast and Centering Prayer). With that, it was 

difficult just because of the time frame and being ready to focus on a discipline. I 

was making it more academic at the time. The further I got into the process, the 

easier it was to focus." 

• Participant 7: Most - "The last book (Receiving the Day), that was the discipline 

that meant the most to me (Sabbath keeping). Also the first one, Soul Feast, was 

good because I liked that discipline, too." Least - "It's not the book's fault. It's just 

the lack of my own ability to get centering prayer, so Centering Prayer was difficult 

for me. I really thought all the books were interesting. I enjoyed all the books." 

• Participant 8: "I don't know that I would even be able to characterize the books by 

book name." 

11. How helpful were the meetings with the pastor during this process? 

• Participant 1: "Very good. They really kept me on track." 

• Participant 2: "A tremendous help. I've gotten so much out of our meetings, and 

now I even find myself paying more attention to the sermons. I am more sensitive to 

what God is saying, even in worship." 
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• Participant 3: "I think it was really good, in the sense that I was able to talk 

through with you things that were working and things I was having trouble with in a 

one-on-one way. It really gave me access to you, exclusive access, to talk through 

things and ask some things I might not have in the group setting. And a big part was 

accountability." 

• Participant 4: "I'm embarrassed to acknowledge that I missed one and I wonder if 

there was something subconscious in wanting to avoid that meeting. You are very 

encouraging. It is clear that your desire as a pastor is to help your congregation grow, 

and you are a very warm person. That you would want to spend that time with me -

even though I know that it's you doing work - but it's also clear that you're genuinely 

interested in me. It's a real privilege to get one-on-one time with the pastor. There's 

a lot of ministers you can't approach. The primary thing I think about the one-on-one 

interaction is that it motivates me to want to work harder at it. Maybe that's why I 

didn't show up for the last meeting. I didn't do it consciously. I just forgot, but the 

meeting was about Sabbath keeping, and that was the one I had made the least 

progress with." 

• Participant 5: "Actually voicing what we were thinking and understanding to you, 

because you were our leader. By talking to you, you made me feel like I was on point 

and was okay." 

• Participant 6: "I think it was helpful. Since I'm so introverted, it's nice to know I 

am able to express and get feedback whereas in the group, it's a different atmosphere 

than one-on-one. Sometimes the group conversation went a different direction than I 



204 

was thinking, or because I'm the youngest person in the group, they sometimes talked 

about experiences I haven't had yet." 

• Participant 7: "I think it's good, both because sometimes in the small group there's 

lots of dynamics, and with one person you can say whatever is on your brain and you 

don't have to balance with others." 

• Participant 8: "I found it very helpful, again it gave the chance to process 

verbally." 

12. How helpful was the retreat experience for your own spiritual growth and 

sensitivity? 

• Participant 1: "It was. It was a little different than I had expected. I had expected 

more togetherness with the group, but I really liked getting away. Saturday after 

lunch, when we all drifted in our own ways, I was thinking about whether I was not 

relating to the group or whether they were not relating to me, but it hit me that that is 

really not what it's about. It's about my relationship with God. That was good to 

think about and to understand that." 

• Participant 2: "It was about a tenth of what I really needed. I needed ten times 

more, but it was very beneficial. It was excellent, and it showed that you really can 

take the time. We took twenty-fours, so finding time to.do something can be done." 

• Participant 3: "Very much, and for the simple reason that it was in a great 

environment, but I've been in great environments and peaceful settings before. I 

think the big difference was that I knew the goal this time was to listen to what God 

was trying to say. I did some journaling and some lectio, and centering prayer was a 

common theme through the retreat. It was a good place to try to incorporate all those 
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things. I would say that the biggest thing was getting a small glimpse of the benefit 

of Sabbath keeping. You can read about it, but until you experience it, you're not 

going to understand the real benefit of it. During the retreat, I recognized that I was 

more relaxed than I've been in a long time, and can you imagine how much 

difference it would make if you could make time for this every week? I would even 

say that longer would have been better." 

• Participant 4: "I think it's a great idea to get away for a retreat. I think that the 

focused fellowship is the biggest reason that a retreat is a good thing to do. I felt like 

the agenda was too full for that 24-hour period. We had a lot of places to be in that 

period. It was also somewhat distracting to be in that environment with so many 

other people whose business was so different than ours. It's a retreat center, but 

people go there to do business. I found it difficult to get into a Sabbath mood because 

there just wasn't enough time to do that. I would say, though, that the more you seek 

to become intimate with God, the easier it becomes." 

• Participant 5: "Gosh, 110%. Everyone should try it. I came back feeling totally 

different, and it was such a good feeling. A retreat is valuable." 

• Participant 6: "It was definitely refreshing and a positive experience. It helps to 

take you out of your regular element, and spending a day sitting in the woods gives 

you time to think about things without the distractions of being at home." 

• Participant 7: "I liked it a lot. Anything like that is hard to swing, but this one 

seemed to fall into place fairly well. I love any opportunity to go on a retreat and 

have time to talk to others and pay attention to God. And having set aside time to be 

with God that you don't have to force out of something else is always good." 
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• Participant 8: "It was very good for me to have a reason to go that was outside of 

me. I would have had a hard time telling my family that I need to disengage for 

twenty-four hours. Give me that space. Being able to attribute that need to the group 

was a real help." 

13. What has been the most difficult or disappointing part of this experience? Why? 

• Participant 1: "No, I don't think there has been anything difficult or any 

disappointments. There have been maybe a few surprises, but no disappointments." 

• Participant 2: "Nothing. The only disappointment is that there was not more time 

for fellowship and sharing." 

• Participant 3: "The timing of the period of when we did this, just going into 

Thanksgiving and Christmas. There were a lot of outside distractions. If we had 

started this month (January), it might have been better. But having said that, and this 

may simply be tied into the timing, but I'm not sure three weeks is enough on each 

discipline. I think a month, four weeks for each one, with two separate individual 

meetings with you, might have created an opportunity to discuss initial struggles and 

get encouragement, and then to report back in the second meeting. That extra 

meeting with you would have created accountability." 

• Participant 4: "That it's over with this particular group." 

• Participants: "Being quiet. Pushing everything out. I do try to do it daily, but I'm 

not successful daily." 

• Participant 6: "The most difficult was, I think, the Sabbath keeping because of the 

distractions. You think you're resting and that you're focus is right, but on the 
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retreat, I realized how distracted I am at home. And I've been thinking about needing 

to go to Stone Mountain or the park to get away from distractions." 

• Participant 7: "That I didn't get everything. Of course, I wouldn't have really 

expected that, but I always start something with hopes of great gain. I wouldn't say 

there is really anything disappointing, but just that it didn't magically come, even 

though I understand that's normal." 

• Participant 8: "I think that having a glimpse of what we can be to one another as 

believers and not having a venue to continue, that would probably be the most 

discouraging thing." 

14. Are you more aware of God's presence and activity in your daily life than you were 

before beginning this process? Why or why not? How has this process helped you 

become more attentive to God's presence? 

• Participant 1: "Definitely. I am definitely. Taking the time to concentrate has 

been good. I have more of an awareness. This has filled a big gap in my life. The 

lectio divinahas helped me fill my life with something that's good." 

• Participant 2: "Yes. It definitely has. It has awakened my sensitivity to God and 

has awakened also that you have to make choices about what you're going to give to 

God. I can't understand anymore why someone would say they can't find time for 

God. My whole thinking has changed. I have learned through the disciplines to be 

sensitive to his presence and to quiet myself down. It has brought me to a new 

realization of who God is and who I am." 

• Participant 3: "Yes, without a doubt, I am much more aware. And I think the 

biggest thing, and this is all related to centering prayer, is that I've made more time 
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when I'm quiet to try to feel God's presence or to pay attention more to God as 

opposed to the random thoughts going through my head. Every day I'm able to come 

back throughout the day and incorporate having the presence of God with me. I'm 

convinced the disciplines allow me to seek God's guidance and presence throughout 

the day. I really hope we do this again in the church. You heard such positive 

feedback from the group, and I want to add mine. Other people would benefit from 

this. We also ought to have Days of Prayer more often." 

• Participant 4: "I think I am more aware, and it's just paying attention. I think 

about it more than I did. Honestly, the small group is just part of it. I do other 

reading, and my interest is growing so my attention is growing." 

• Participant5: "Absolutely. I am learning that I can't fix everything. I've got to 

have trust. I've never been willing to do that, but I am now. If I don't trust, I'm not 

going to get there. God has put the knowledge in my head that I can't do everything 

and I don't need to do it, and I'm willing to step back. I'm not going to let things get 

me down like they did before. I am thankful you did this. It benefited me as much as 

you, if not more. And if I'm this age and didn't get it before, everybody else may 

need help, too." 

• Participant 6: "Yes. I think that especially with meditation, a lot of times thinking 

that you're close with God, you don't realize that God is answering, you just have to 

pay attention and listen to what he's saying. And what he's saying is not necessarily 

in the way that you're expecting. So I think that was the one discipline that stands out 

for me. I do think this is something as a church we could do more of. With our 
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group, we all enjoyed the disciplines and being together. I would be open to doing 

more of this or doing it longer." 

• Participant 7: "I don't know that I feel I'm particularly more aware. I've tried to 

give God more credit rather than attributing some things to circumstances. I'm a little 

more aware of trying to make time or stopping to think about what God would want 

me to do." Participant then told a lengthy story of encountering someone needing 

help and attempt to respond to that need and see where God was leading. "I do 

wonder if four-week periods would work between meetings to give a longer period to 

read the books and try to get the hang of the disciplines. That might be too long and 

make it too easy to drop away. It was good to give a longer period than we had 

between meetings in Companions. The exercises were good, too, and often the times 

we practiced the disciplines in our meetings were the best of my attempts." 

• Participant 8: "Yes, I do, I do feel more aware of God's presence, particularly in 

my relationships across a wide range of areas in my life." Participant then began to 

explain several recent conversations that could have become explosive, but how 

sensing God's presence affected the handling of the situation and how he was able to 

step back and leave the results to God. "That's a real empowering place to b e - so 

that you don't have to own it or control it. That's very freeing." 
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