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	Leader’s Guide

How to use “Spiritual Disciplines for Busy Church Leaders” by Smallgroups.com in your regularly scheduled meetings.


Welcome to Smallgroups.com. You’ve purchased an innovative resource that will help you develop leaders who can think strategically and biblically about the church. Selected by the editors of Leadership Resources and Christianity Today International, the material comes from respected thinkers and church leaders.

“Practical Ministry Skills” is completely flexible and designed to be easy to use. Each theme focuses on a practical area of church ministry and comprises brief handouts on specific aspects of that ministry. The handouts give a succinct and practical overview of the issues most relevant to your goals. You may use them at the beginning of a meeting to help launch a discussion, or you may hand them out as brief primers for someone new to a particular ministry.

This specific theme is designed to help church leaders—especially busy church leaders—maintain a regular practice of key spiritual disciplines. You may use it either for a group training session or to give to people who would benefit from an infusion of silence, solitude, and rest. Simply print the handouts you need and use them as necessary.

For example, to see an overview of the disciplines and issues described in this guide, read “Finding a Steady Rhythm,” by Ruth Haley Barton (pp. 3–4). To see a primer on the benefits and practices of solitude, see “Keeping Your Clock Ticking,” by John Ortberg (pp. 7–8). And “What the Sabbath Means for Pastors and Church Staff,” by Lynne Baab (p. 16), is a practical exploration of how those who work in ministry on Sundays can find weekly rest. 

We hope you benefit from this theme as you practice the disciplines that are always vital for spiritual growth.

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at http://www.Smallgroups.com/.

To contact the editors:



E-mail
SmallGroups@christianitytoday.com


Mail
Smallgroups.com, Christianity Today International




465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188
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	Finding a Steady Rhythm

The not-so-secret key to effective ministry and leadership

Mark 6:30–31


As church leaders, most of us know only one speed: full steam ahead. And we have been stuck in that speed for a very long time. If we do not establish saner rhythms in our own lives—life patterns that curb our unbridled activism and calm our compulsive busyness—we will not make it over the long haul. And neither will the people we are leading!

Work Hard, Rest Faithfully

In Mark 6, Jesus commissioned the disciples for ministry and gave them the authority to cast out demons, to preach the gospel, and to heal the sick. They went off on their first ministry excursion and returned all excited about their newfound power and influence. They crowded around Jesus to report all they had done.

But what does Jesus do? He didn’t seem to have much time for their ministry reports. Immediately he instructed them “to come away with me and rest awhile.” He seemed more concerned about helping them establish a rhythm that would sustain them in ministry rather than allowing them to be overly enamored by ministry success, which can lead to a compulsion to do more and more without ceasing.

When we keep pushing forward without taking adequate time for rest, our way of life may seem heroic, but there is frenetic quality to our work. It may lack true effectiveness because we lose the ability to be fully present—present to God and present to other people. And we lose the ability to discern what is really needed in our situation.

The result can be “sloppy desperation,” a mental and spiritual state in which we’re just trying to get it all done. And this prevents us from the quality of presence that delivers true insight and spiritual leadership.

When we are depleted, we become overly reliant on clamoring voices outside of us for direction. We react to symptoms rather than seeking to understand and respond to underlying causes. We rely on other people’s ministry models because we are too tired to listen and observe our setting and craft something uniquely suited for this place. When we are rested, we bring steady, alert attention to our leadership and are characterized by discernment of what is truly needed in our situation. And we have the energy and creativity to carry it out.

Rhythms of Engagement and Retreat

One of the most important rhythms for those of us in ministry to establish is a constant back-and-forth motion between engagement and retreat. We need regular times to engage in the battle, giving our best energy to the task. Then we need regular times when we step back to gain perspective, re-strategize, and tend our wounds—an inevitability of life in ministry.

An occupational hazard for us in Christian ministry is that it can be hard to distinguish between the times we are “on,” working for God, and times when we can just be with God to replenish our own soul. Our time with Scripture can be reduced to a textbook or a tool for ministry rather than an intimate communication from God to us personally. Even prayer can become an exhausting round of different kinds of mental activity, or a public display of our spiritual prowess.

Times of extended retreat give us a chance to come home to God’s presence and to be open with God, in utter privacy, about what is true of us. This is important for us and for those we serve. When we repress what is real in our lives and just keep soldiering on, we get weary from holding it in and eventually it leaks out in ways that are damaging to ourselves and to others.

But on retreat there is time and space to attend to what is real in our own lives—to celebrate the joys, grieve the losses, shed tears, sit with our questions, feel our anger, attend to our loneliness—and allow God to be with us in those places. These are not times for problem solving, because not everything can be fixed or solved. On retreat we rest in God and wait on him to do what is needed, and we return to the battle with fresh energy and keener insight.

Silence and Word

“In the multitude of words there is much transgression” the Scriptures say. This is a truth that can drive us ministry folks to despair given the incessant flow of words we feel compelled to issue from our mouths, pens, and computers. Those of us who deal in words are at great risk of misusing them and even sinning with our words due to the sheer volume of them!

In silence, our speech patterns are refined because silence fosters a self-awareness that enables us to choose more truly the words that we say. Rather than speech that issues from our subconscious needs to impress, to put others in their place, to compete, to control, to manipulate, or to put a good spin on things, we are able to notice our inner dynamics and make choices that are more grounded in love, trust, and God-given wisdom.

The Psalmist says, “When you are disturbed, do not sin; ponder it on your bed and be silent. Offer right sacrifices (in other words, stay faithful to your spiritual practices) and put your trust in the Lord.” At times the most heroic thing you, as leader, can do is to remain in that private place with God for as long as it takes to consciously trust yourself to God rather than to everything else you could be doing in the moment.

Stillness and Action

Buried deep in the psyche of many leaders is a Superman mentality—that somehow we are not like other human beings, and we can function beyond normal human limitations and save the world. Or at least our little corner of the world. This is a myth that we indulge to our own peril.

Sabbath-keeping is the primary discipline that helps us live within the limits of our humanity and honor God as our Creator. It is the key to a life lived in sync with the rhythms that God himself built into our world. Yet it is the discipline that seems hardest for us to live.

Sabbath keeping honors the body’s need for rest, the spirit’s need for replenishment, and the soul’s need to delight itself in God for God’s own sake. It begins with the willingness to acknowledge the limits of our humanness and then to take steps to begin to live more graciously within the order of things.

Sabbath keeping may be the most challenging rhythm for leaders to establish because Sunday, in most churches, has become a day of Christian busyness—perhaps the busiest! And, of course, the busiest person on that day is the pastor!

This just means that pastors need to set aside another day for their Sabbath. Or they might consider ordering their church’s life so that everyone learns how to practice Sabbath. It could begin with worship, but then everyone goes home and rests and delights for the rest of the day because there are no other church activities. In that way, the pastor’s commitment to Sabbath becomes a blessing for everyone.

There is a freedom that comes from being who we are in God and resting into God. This eventually enables us to bring something truer to the world than all of our striving. Sabbath keeping helps us to live within our limits because on the Sabbath, in so many different ways, we allow ourselves to be the creature in the presence of our Creator. We touch something more real than what we are able produce on our own. We touch our very being in God.

Surely that is what the people around us need most.

—Ruth Haley Barton; reprinted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 2007 by the author or Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit LeadershipJournal.net.
Discuss

1. What factors are driving the busyness in the lives of church leaders?

2. When was the last time I practiced the disciplines of silence and solitude? What was the result? 

3. Which of the rhythms above do I practice best? In which rhythm do I need the most improvement?
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	An Introduction to Solitude

Practical wisdom on giving God our undivided attention

Matthew 6:6


Without solitude it is virtually impossible to live a spiritual life. Solitude begins with a time and place for God, and him alone. If we really believe not only that God exists, but also that he is actively present in our lives—healing, teaching, and guiding—we need to set aside a time and space to give him our undivided attention. 

Overcoming Obstacles

To bring some solitude into our lives is one of the most necessary, but also most difficult, disciplines. Even though we may have a deep desire for real solitude, we also experience a certain apprehension as we approach that solitary place and time. As soon as we are alone—without people to talk with, books to read, TV to watch, or phone calls to make—an inner chaos opens up in us. This chaos can be so disturbing and so confusing that we can hardly wait to get busy again. 

Entering a private room and shutting the door, therefore, does not mean that we immediately shut out all our inner doubts, anxieties, fears, bad memories, unresolved conflicts, angry feelings, and impulsive desires. On the contrary, when we have removed our outer distractions, we often find that our inner distractions manifest themselves to us in full force. We often use the outer distractions to shield ourselves from the interior noises. It is thus not surprising that we have a difficult time being alone. The confrontation with our inner conflicts can be too painful for us to endure.

This makes the discipline of solitude all the more important. Solitude is not a spontaneous response to an occupied and preoccupied life. There are too many reasons not to be alone. Therefore we must begin by carefully planning some solitude. Five or ten minutes a day may be all we can tolerate. Perhaps we are ready for an hour every day, an afternoon every week, a day every month, or a week every year. The amount of time will vary for each person according to temperament, age, job, lifestyle, and maturity. 

But we do not take the spiritual life seriously if we do not set aside some time to be with God and listen to him. We may have to write it in black and white in our daily calendar so that nobody else can take away this period of time. Then we will be able to say to our friends, neighbors, students, customers, clients, or patients, “I’m sorry, but I’ve already made an appointment at that time and it can’t be changed.”

Producing Fruit

Once we have committed ourselves to spending time in solitude, we develop an attentiveness to God’s voice in us. In the beginning—during the first days, weeks, or even months—we may have the feeling that we are simply wasting our time. Time in solitude may at first seem little more than a time in which we are bombarded by thousands of thoughts and feelings that emerge from hidden areas of our mind. One of the early Christian writers describes the first stage of solitary prayer as the experience of a man who, after years of living with open doors, suddenly decides to shut them. The visitors who used to come and enter his home start pounding on his doors, wondering why they are not allowed to enter. Only when they realize that they are not welcome do they gradually stop coming. 

It is clear that what matters is faithfulness to the discipline. In the beginning, solitude seems so contrary to our desires that we are constantly tempted to run away from it. (One way of running away is daydreaming or simply falling asleep.) But when we stick to our discipline, in the conviction that God is with us even when we do not yet hear him, we slowly discover that we do not want to miss our time alone with God. Although we do not experience much satisfaction in our solitude, we realize that a day without solitude is less “spiritual” than a day with it.

Intuitively, we know that it is important to spend time in solitude. We even start looking forward to this strange period of uselessness. This desire for solitude is often the first sign of prayer, the first indication that the presence of God’s Spirit no longer remains unnoticed. As we empty ourselves of our many worries, we come to know not only with our mind, but also with our heart, that we never were really alone—that God’s Spirit was with us all along. 

In solitude, we come to know the Spirit who has already been given to us. The pains and struggles we encounter in our solitude thus become the way to hope, because our hope is not based on something that will happen after our sufferings are over, but on the real presence of God’s healing Spirit in the midst of these sufferings. The discipline of solitude allows us gradually to come in touch with this hopeful presence of God in our lives, and allows us also to taste even now the beginnings of the joy and peace which belong to the new heaven and the new earth.

The discipline of solitude, as I have described it here, is one of the most powerful disciplines in developing a prayerful life. It is a simple, though not easy, way to free us from the slavery of our occupations and preoccupations and to begin to hear the voice that makes all things new.

Practical Suggestions

Let me give a more concrete description of how the discipline of solitude may be practiced. It is a great advantage to have a room, or a corner of a room, reserved for the discipline of solitude. Such a “ready” place helps us set our hearts on the kingdom without time-consuming preparations. The important thing is that the place of solitude remain a simple, uncluttered place. There we dwell in the presence of the Lord. Our temptation is to do something useful: to read something stimulating, to think about something interesting, or to experience something unusual. But our moment of solitude is precisely a moment in which we want to be in the presence of our Lord with empty hands—naked, vulnerable, useless, and without much to show, prove, or defend. That is how we slowly learn to listen to God’s small voice. 

But what to do with our many distractions? Should we fight these distractions and hope that thus we will become more attentive to God’s voice? This does not seem the way to come to prayer. Creating an empty space where we can listen to God’s Spirit is not easy when we are putting all our energy into fighting distractions. By fighting distractions in such a direct way, we end up paying more attention to them than they deserve. 

We have, however, the words of Scripture to which to pay attention. A psalm, a parable, a biblical story, a saying of Jesus, or a word of Paul, Peter, James, Jude, or John can help us to focus our attention on God’s presence. Thus we deprive those “many other things” of their power over us. When we place words from the Scriptures in the center of our solitude—whether a short expression, a few sentences, or a longer text—they can function as the point to which we return when we have wandered off in different directions. They form a safe anchoring place in a stormy sea. 

This is only one specific form in which the discipline of solitude may be practiced. Endless variations are possible. Walks in nature, the repetition of short prayers, singing—these and many other elements can become a helpful part of the discipline of solitude. But we have to decide which particular form of this discipline best fits us, to which we can remain faithful. 

It is better to have a daily practice of ten minutes solitude than to have a whole hour once in a while. Simplicity and regularity are the best guides in finding our way. They allow us to make the discipline of solitude as much a part of our daily lives as eating and sleeping. When that happens, our noisy worries will slowly lose their power over us, and the renewing activity of God’s Spirit will slowly make its presence known.

Although the discipline of solitude asks us to set aside time and space, what finally matters is that our hearts become like quiet cells where God can dwell, wherever we go and whatever we do. The more we train ourselves to spend time with God, and him alone, the more we will discover that God is with us at all times and in all places. Then we will be able to recognize him even in the midst of a busy and active life. Once the solitude of time and space has become a solitude of the heart, we will never have to leave that solitude. We will be able to live the spiritual life in any place and any time. 

Thus the discipline of solitude enables us to live active lives in the world while remaining always in the presence of the living God.

—Henri Nouwen; excerpted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 1981 Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit LeadershipJournal.net.

Discuss

4. Do you agree that it is often difficult to spend time in solitude, even when you have set aside a time and place to do so?

5. What are some ways to deal with the mental distractions that often occur in solitude?

6. What would you need to do in order to consistently spend 10 or 15 minutes in solitude every day?
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	Keeping Your Clock Ticking

A primer on the benefits and practices of solitude

Isaiah 30:15


Dallas Willard noted an experiment done with mice a few years ago. A researcher found that when amphetamines are given to a mouse in solitude, it takes a high dosage to kill it. Give it to a group of mice, and they start hopping around and hyping each other up so much that a fraction of the dosage will be lethal—so great is the effect of “the world” on mice. In fact, a mouse given no amphetamines at all, placed in a group on the drug, will get so hyper that in 10 minutes or so it will be dead. “In groups,” Willard noted, “they go off like popcorn.”

You’d think only mice would be so foolish as to hang out with other mice that are so hopped up—so frantically pursuing mindless activity for no discernible purpose—that they put their own lives at risk.

What Exactly Is Solitude?

Some people ask, “What do I do when I practice solitude? What should I bring with me?” The primary answer, of course, is—nothing. 

At its heart, solitude is primarily about not doing something. Just as fasting means to refrain from eating, so solitude means to refrain from society. When I go into solitude, I withdraw from conversation, from others, from noise, from media, from the constant barrage of stimulation.

“In solitude,” Henri Nouwen wrote, “I get rid of my scaffolding.” Scaffolding is all the stuff I use to keep myself propped up, to convince myself I’m important or okay. In solitude I have no friends to talk with, no phone calls or meetings, no TV to entertain, no music or books or newspapers to occupy and distract my mind. I am, in the words of the old hymn, “Just as I Am”—just me and my sinfulness, and God.

Two Types of Solitude

I think about solitude in two categories. First, I need brief periods of solitude on a regular basis—preferably each day, even at intervals during the day. But I also need extended periods of solitude—a half day, a day, or a few days—and this is possible only at greater intervals. Frances de Sales, author of the classic An Introduction to the Devout Life, used the image of a clock:

There is no clock, no matter how good it may be, that doesn’t need resetting and rewinding twice a day—once in the morning and once in the evening. In addition, at least once a year it must be taken apart to remove the dirt clogging it, straighten out bent parts, and repair those worn out. In like manner, every morning and evening a man who really takes care of his heart must rewind it for God’s service…. At least once a year, he must take it apart and examine every piece in detail—that is, every affection and passion—in order to repair whatever defects there may be.

I try to begin my days by praying over the day’s schedule—meetings I’ll attend, tasks I must perform, people I’ll be with—and placing them all in God’s hands. Through the day, I try to take 5-minute breaks, close the door to my office, and remind myself that one day the office will be gone and I’ll still belong to God.

At the end of the day, I like to review the day with God—to go over the events to see what he might be saying to me through them, and to hand any anxieties or regrets over to him. One of the great benefits of this exercise is that you begin to learn from your days.

When I was in athletics in school, we used to watch videotapes of our performances. They were sometimes painful to watch, but it was worth it to be spared from making the same mistakes over and over. It’s the same here. For instance, when I began this daily review, I discovered I experienced much more anger than I ever thought. I began to be aware of the attitudes and responses that were guiding my life.

I also need extended times alone. One of the great obstacles you will likely face is that extended solitude will feel like a waste of time. We’re so conditioned to feel our existence is justified only when we are accomplishing something. But also, for me, this feeling comes because my mind wanders so much. I used to think if I devoted a large chunk of time to praying, I should be able to engage in solid, uninterrupted, focused prayer. But I can’t.

What I have come to realize, slowly, is that bits of focused prayer interspersed with these wanderings is all my mind is capable of right now. One day I hope to do better. But for now, I have to accept that a large chunk of prayer time will be lost to wandering. Brother Lawrence said it like this: “For many years I was bothered by the thought that I was a failure at prayer. Then one day I realized I would always be a failure at prayer, and I’ve gotten along much better ever since.”

How to Spend a Day Alone

I was intimidated the first time I tried spending an entire day in solitude. Putting some structure on the day helps. Here are some suggestions.

Spend a brief time getting ready the night before. Ask God to bless the day, and tell him you want to devote the day to him. This day is your gift to God, but of course even more than that, it is a gift God wants to give to you. What do you need the Lord to give you? A sense of healing and forgiveness? Conviction for an apathetic heart? Compassion? A renewed sense of mission?

Arrange the day around listening to God. Here’s a format I’ve adapted from Glandion Carney’s The Spiritual Formation Toolkit:
· 8:00–9:00. Prepare your mind and heart. Take a walk, or do whatever will help you set aside concerns over other tasks. Try to arrange your morning so you can be in silence from the moment you first wake up.

· 9:00–11:00. Read and meditate on Scripture, taking time to stop and reflect when God seems to be speaking to you through the text.

· 11:00–Noon. Write down your responses to what you’ve read. Speak to God about these.

· Noon–1:00. Grab some lunch and take a walk, reflecting on the morning.

· 1:00–2:00. Rest or nap.

· 2:00–3:00. Think about goals that have emerged from the day.

· 3:00–4:00. Write down these goals and any other thoughts in a journal. You may want to do this in the form of a letter to God.

—John Ortberg; excerpted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 1998 by the author or Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit LeadershipJournal.net. 

Discuss

7. What would you identify as your “scaffolding”? How can you get rid of it for periods of solitude?

8. Have you ever spent a large amount of time in voluntary solitude? If so, how did it go?

9. Does the schedule listed above look appealing or unappealing to you? Why?
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	Benefits of a Spiritual Retreat

Learn the value of stillness and rest, and remove the roadblocks that keep you from experiencing them.

Matthew 11:28


Looking back over my 12 years of taking spiritual retreats, I have noticed two specific gifts that regularly emerge from my private encounters with the Lord: stillness and rest. 

The Importance of Stillness

The words quiet, alone, and undistracted do not describe the vast majority of our waking hours. It is in this mixture, however, that God often makes himself known. God shouts to us through the glories of his creation; but when calling our name, he speaks with a quiet voice.

While away on a personal retreat, I have not experienced dramatic, career-changing encounters like that of Moses or Mary. I have, however, been inspired to pursue new ministry adventures—leading a small group Bible study, embracing a season of foster parenting, and mentoring college students—all while meeting with God in the stillness of an unhurried afternoon.

The Importance of Rest

A rested soul alters your attitude about everything—from purpose and pleasure to pressures and problems. I have discovered that two to three hours alone on a Sunday afternoon is enough time for me to meet the Lord, face to face, in a way that centers my soul and redirects my gaze—off me and onto him.

These are precious hours for me. I do not have to accomplish anything. I can just be. I follow no agenda, yet each time, God tenderly and passionately renews my mind and refreshes my soul. Sometimes God offers an explosion of insight, other times his presence is like a gentle breeze. Each time away is unique.

But we resist! We drag our feet, forfeiting this gift and making it a burden—another item to add to our overloaded to-do list. There is hope, however. We do not need to be paralyzed by our fears.

Removing the Road Blocks

Over the years I’ve made three discoveries about extended time alone with God. These discoveries have removed many self-imposed roadblocks—for me and for others.

1. A getaway with God does not have to be a solo experience. Traveling to a retreat center, city park, or quiet corner with a spouse or friend is an equally valid way to “take a break” with your Creator. Fellowship around a meal is a refreshing way to enhance what God is doing in our hearts during the time we spend alone. When combined with a few hours of solitude, a personal retreat taken with a friend offers the best of both worlds.
2. Relax, there’s freedom in Christ. There is no single, right way to meet with God. Some believers sing and feast; others are nourished through fasting and complete solitude. Celebrating this freedom allows me to recognize the creative genius of God’s handiwork when he fashioned my soul, and the unique pathway he travels to meet with me, his beloved.
3. Personal retreats are for everyone. Personal retreats are not a luxury for the elite, but a necessity for all. Technological advances rob us of rest, allowing believers to fall victim to a hurried lifestyle. Nurturing the gifts of stillness and rest fan into flame the abundant life Christ offers all believers.
Whether once a month or once a year, I encourage you to set a date, find a place, and go—go away to be alone with the One who knows and loves you best.

—Brenda Jank; excerpted from our sister publication Today’s Christian magazine, © 2006 Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit Todays-Christian.com.

Discuss

10. Have I ever taken a spiritual retreat? If so, what was it like?

11. In what situations do you encounter God most often? 

12. Which of the above roadblocks has kept you from regular times of stillness and rest? How can you remove it?

	[image: image8.png]



	Background Noise

Understanding God’s rhythm of silence, speaking, and silence again

Psalm 131:2


To a TV-shaped world, silence, even relative silence, is as threatening as piety—and much more puzzling. So people try to delete it. People haul their boom boxes to the seashore so that they do not have to live in the silence between the rolling of surf and the crying of gulls, and so that no one else can live there, either. Even contemporary worship, in some church settings, fills in silences with an emcee’s patter or with snappy Christian music from which all the rests have been removed.

Out of Context

A loss of silence is as serious as a loss of memory, and just as disorienting. Silence is, after all, the natural context from which we listen. Silence is also the natural context from which we speak. A culture that fills in our silences therefore disorients us, removing the frame, the background, the base of intelligibility for our listening and speaking.

How is silence our natural context? Alternating silence, speech, and silence is the very rhythm of God, as old and deep in the nature of things as creation itself. According to Genesis, God breaks the cosmic silence with a creative word, but he does this only during the days. At nightfall and on the Sabbath, God falls silent. Correspondingly, there is for us, the creatures of God, a natural rhythm not only of work and rest, but also of sound and silence. “There is a time for everything,” says Ecclesiastes, “a time to be silent and a time to speak.”

But who knows how to tell time in this matter? Who knows when to speak up and when to keep still? Who knows when silence is golden and when it is lazy or even cowardly? The wise know these things. Wise persons discern the deep grain and pattern of God’s world and try to live in ways that go with the grain. These are persons whose speech emerges from, and then re-enters, a thoughtful and disciplined silence. These are persons whose silence offers a roomy and welcoming harbor for the speech of others.

Listening to God and Others

When we are in rhythm, we speak from silence. But we also listen there. We listen for the voices of others, trying to hear in them not only facts, but also qualities of heart and spirit. After all, the quaver or desolation or resentment or steel in the voice of another may tell us far more than the speaker’s words. But only a quiet soul can absorb and respond to these qualities.

Noisy souls, like boom boxes, drown out the cries of the gulls. It is the quiet soul that can receive the words, the tones, the timbre of another. A stilled soul can listen even to the silence of another.

Saints listen for the sounds and silences of God. They quiet themselves into a kind of absorbency, a readiness to hear the Word of God, and also the voice of God, and even some of the silences of God. The silences of God—mysterious, exasperating, consoling, pregnant with meaning—require our trust at least as much as does the Word of God. God does not talk all the time, and God’s silence is as emphatic as his speech. To be a faithful creature of God is to learn something of God’s rhythm of silence and sound and silence, to respect and trust it, and then to imitate God by speaking and listening from the context that is as old as the world.

We shall not get silence, not even relative silence, at public beaches or on major network TV. But is there a chance, any chance at all, that we might begin to protect small patches of silence in our public and private worship?

—Cornelius  Platinga, Jr.; reprinted from our sister publication Christianity Today, © 1995 by the author or Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit ChristianityToday.com. 
Discuss

13. When was the last time I remember being somewhere that was totally quiet? What was it like?

14. Am I a noisy or a quiet soul? How do I affect those around me?

15. How does our church approach silence during public worship services?
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	Silence and Solitude for Beginners

Here’s how to break through common barriers to these necessary disciplines. 

Habakkuk 2:20


To enter into solitude and silence is to take the spiritual life seriously. It is to take seriously our need to quiet the noise of our lives, to cease the constant striving of human effort, to pull away from our absorption in human relationships—for a time—in order to give God our undivided attention. 

In solitude God begins to free us from our bondage to human expectations, for there we experience God as our ultimate reality—the One in whom we live and move and have our being. In solitude our thoughts and our mind, our will and our desires, are reoriented godward so that we become less and less attracted by external forces and can be more deeply responsive to God’s desire and prayer in us.

Silence deepens the experience of solitude. In silence we not only withdraw from the demands of life in the company of others but also allow the noise of our own thoughts, strivings, and compulsions to settle down so we can hear a truer and more reliable Voice. It is in silence that we habitually release our own agendas and our need to control and become more willing and able to give ourselves to God’s loving initiative. In silence we create space for God’s activity rather than filling every minute with our own.

The most important thing about solitude and silence is, at some point, to stop talking about it and reading about it and thinking about and “just do it!” as the Nike commercial admonishes. But a little guidance can be helpful, so I offer you a few ideas to get you started.

Establish a Sacred Space 

First of all, establish a sacred space that is set apart for God and God alone. Sacred space is a physical place that is designated for your times alone with God. It is best for it to be separate from your desk or any other place where you are in work mode. If for some reason you do choose to use your office space, the simple act of turning your chair away from the desk to face a window or sitting on comfortable cushions on the floor can shift your soul’s stance from a work mentality to a stance of listening and receiving. You may also want to introduce a physical symbol or religious artifact that speaks to your soul of spiritual reality. 

Sacred space is also a place in time set apart to give God our undivided attention. This is a time for resting in God, enjoying his company, and allowing intimacy to deepen without any utilitarian Purpose. This time is clearly set apart from work or ministry-related activities. 

Over time our body and soul responds to established rhythms, so eventually the very act of entering this set-apart time and place ushers us into our own inner sanctuary. There we can listen to our desire for God and God’s desire for us, and allow that desire to guide us beyond our information-grasping, controlling, problem-solving patterns of relating into the beyond-words communion we seek.

Finally, sacred space is also a place in our soul that is set apart for God and God alone. Especially for those of us who are involved in ministry of any kind, it can be an important discipline to maintain an inner place that is private, shared only between us and God. We might commit ourselves to pondering the things that take place during solitude in our heart, at least for a time, rather than sharing them too quickly or using them immediately as tools for ministry. This is a way of keeping some things precious and sacred rather than allowing them to be commandeered for utilitarian purposes. 

Be Prepared

Decide ahead of time how much time you will spend in silence. Remember to begin with a modest goal, particularly if solitude and silence are new practices for you. Even ten minutes of silence can be very challenging if we are accustomed to a hectic pace of life and have depended heavily on words and activity to express our discipleship. It may take some time to even reach the goal of ten minutes, let alone become comfortable with it. However, it is not the amount of time or the level of difficulty that is important. What is important is that we are faithful to the practice.

As you enter into your time of silence, pay attention to your body and settle into a comfortable yet alert position. You don’t want to be distracted by physical discomfort, but you also don’t want to fall asleep!

Ask for a simple prayer that expresses the openness and desire for God that you have been experiencing. This prayer is simply a word or phrase that “gathers up” your desire for God and helps you to stay present with it. A simple prayer coupled with a body posture that reflects your heart attitude can be very powerful in helping you to begin waiting expectantly on God.

When I started practicing the discipline of silence, the simplest and truest thing I could say to God was “Here I am.” Beginning with this simple prayer as I sat with my hands open in my lap helped me to enter into prayer beyond words. It was a concrete expression of my willingness in the moment to release whatever agendas I might have in coming to God, to cease striving and receive whatever God wanted to give. In the years since, other words or phrases like “Come, Lord Jesus” or “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me” or just “Help!” have most accurately captured my need or desire for God in the moment. 

Sometimes kneeling or lying flat on the floor expresses my heart toward God best. Not only do such simple prayer phrases and physical postures function as an entry point into silence, they also help us remain in a listening posture toward God even in the midst of distraction. When distractions come, it is best not to waste energy on judging ourselves, but rather to gently bring ourselves back to our original desire and intent by repeating the prayer word or phrase we have been given.

Finish Well

When the time you have allotted for silence is up (you can use a timer if you wish so you don’t have to keep checking the clock), close by expressing gratitude to God, praying in spontaneous words or reciting the Lord’s Prayer or some other written prayer.

As you emerge from silence, resist the urge to judge your experience by any kind of utilitarian measure: “I didn’t get anything out of it,” or “God didn’t speak to me,” or “I’m awful at this sort of thing!” Remember, the purpose of solitude and silence is just to be with God, to commune with him on that beyond-words level that those who are in love know so well.

—Ruth Haley-Barton; adapted from Invitation to Solitude and Silence by Ruth Haley Barton. © 2004 by Ruth Haley Barton. Used by permission of InterVarsity Press, P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515.

Discuss

16. Do I have a sacred space for silent time with God?

17. What is the longest amount of time I have spent in silence with God?

18. What simple prayer best expresses my desire for God right now? 
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	Coming Forth with Lazarus

Understanding the Sabbath in light of God’s sovereignty

John 12:1–2


I’ve a new Bible hero of late: Lazarus. Not Luke’s scabrous beggar, but Mary and Martha’s ill-begotten brother. Most of his story is told in John 11—Lazarus’s sickness, Jesus’ reposeful delay, Lazarus’s death, Mary’s and Martha’s upset with Jesus, Jesus’ own upset (“Jesus wept”), and then the piece de resistance: Jesus’ command to a corpse, “Lazarus, come forth!” 

What follows is a miracle of power and wonder: a man three-days dead, pungent with rot, rouses to the voice, obedient even in death. Death must loose its grip and give up its prey. Lazarus comes forth. That’s the story most of us know.

Resting in God’s Sovereignty

But it’s the story after that one that I’ve cottoned onto. Afterward, next time Jesus is in Lazarus’s town, the family hosts a banquet in his honour. As they should. It is a gala event, a hullabaloo of food and festivity and, I should think, endless and dramatic retellings of the story—“…and then Jesus started crying, and I thought, Oh no, what could this mean? But next thing he’s standing up above that sepulcher like Moses on the mountain and in a voice like thunder….” 

Everyone wants to be there. And not just to see Jesus. They want to get a peek at Lazarus, too. To wit: “Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead. So the chief priests made plans to kill Lazarus as well, for on account of him many of the Jews were going over to Jesus and putting their faith in him” (John 12:9–11).

I think it was Nietzsche who said that if Christians wanted him to believe in Jesus, they’d have to start looking more redeemed. Well, Lazarus here is looking more redeemed, and it’s having its effect. Three, in fact: Lazarus has become as interesting as Jesus, Lazarus has become as effective as Jesus, and Lazarus has become as dangerous as Jesus.

People want to see Lazarus every bit as much as they want to see Jesus, and some want to trust in Jesus every bit as much as Lazarus trusts in him, and some want to kill Lazarus every bit as much as they want to kill Jesus. Lazarus has become a kingdom magnet—a firebrand evangelist, a holy menace. That’s why he’s my hero. He’s what I aspire to be.

But here’s what I really came all this way to tell you: Lazarus does all that by doing nothing. Watch: “Six days before the Passover, Jesus arrived at Bethany, where Lazarus lived, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. Here a dinner was given in Jesus’ honor. Martha served, while Lazarus was among those reclining at the table with him” (John 12:1–2).

If we’re going more redeemed, maybe what’s needed most is to simply recline more with Jesus. I wrote a book on Sabbath a few years ago called The Rest of God: Restoring Your Soul by Restoring Sabbath. I was at pains, writing it, to avoid two things: a Pharisaical legalism, where the glory of Sabbath gets ground down to a dust pile of rules; and a post-modernist vagueness, where the practicality of Sabbath gets lost amidst blog-like musings.

Along the way I made several discoveries, both theological and personal, but this was the keystone: Sabbath-keeping is rooted in, and gives rise to, a conviction that God is sovereign. Either God is in control, or he’s not. If he’s not—if I am, or you are, or George Bush is, or the UN and the World Bank are—then who can rest? We ought to be worried, and very, very busy. If matters are in the hands of anyone other than God (or in no one’s hands), then there is no rest, not just for the wicked, but for the righteous, too. There’s just no rest altogether. The only sensible pose in such a world is wariness and fretfulness and Mad Hatter franticness. If God be not God.

But if God be God, then there’s time enough. If God be God, then in repentance and rest is our salvation, in quietness and trust is our strength (Isaiah 30:15). Philip Malancthon once said to his friend Martin Luther, “Today, Martin, you and I will discuss God’s governance of the universe,” to which Luther replied, “No, Philip. Today you and I are going fishing, and we’ll leave the governance of the universe to God.”

Here are a few practical things that might help you to know the rest God provides.

· Reorient. Sometimes we need to change our attitude, not our activities. Resentment feeds weariness, and so begrudging the time you spend doing something is sure to make the doing of it long and dreary. For me, thinking of the church as Christ’s bride, not an organization, changed my attitude: I want to serve her. Fairy tales have told us that radiant beauties sometimes wear the disguises of ugly crones. The Bible tells us that the bride of Christ sometimes does the same—and, indeed, that Christ himself sometimes wears the disguise of “the least of these.” Believing this—that serving ordinary people is a way of serving Jesus and his bride—renews my motivation.

· Refocus. Often in the midst of overwhelming busyness, I stop—not for hours, but long enough to catch my breath, regain perspective, and fill my lungs with fresh air. Sometimes I write a poem—an astonishingly effective way to rediscover, with wonder and thankfulness, what I’ve grown deaf and blind to in my mad rush. Or I go for walk and pay keen attention to sounds, colors, and stillness. Such pauses are mini-Sabbaths that replenish me and send me back to my tasks with fresh energy and creativity.

· Reconnect. Busyness, unrelieved, kills togetherness. A vicious irony of ministry is that those of us who build and serve community often have no time for it ourselves. Jesus and his disciples were often going full-tilt at ministry. But in the midst of that, Jesus knew when to pause just so these friends could spend time with one another. So I do that. 

Restoring the Soul

Maybe King David pulls all this together for us. Ever wonder when David wrote Psalm 23? What was the occasion? I have a theory—the day his son Absalom overthrew the kingdom. It’s a wild guess, to be sure. But there are two clues, one in the Psalm, one in the account of Absalom’s overthrow and David’s evacuation, that David turned that evacuation into Sabbath.

The clue in Psalm 23 is verse 5: “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”

In the presence of enemies, with an insurrectionist son sitting on his throne and a bitter old rival throwing curses and dirt on his head (2 Samuel 16:5ff), could David have reflected back to those early days of shepherding and remembered that, even here—especially here, in the valley of the shadow of death—God watches and protects, and puts goodness on his table, and leads him finally to something far better than an earthly palace: the very house of God?

The clue in the account of the overthrow is 2 Samuel 16:14: “The king and all the people with him arrived at their destination exhausted. And there he refreshed himself.”

And there he refreshed himself. This was arguably the worst day David ever had. But in the throes of it, he didn’t simply collapse. He refreshed himself. The word in Hebrew for refreshed is nephesh. It has another meaning: the soul. Literally, David “restored his soul” (see Psalm 23:3).

David, I think, did more than take a shower, put on fresh clothes, barbecue a steak, and play a game of pool. David, I think, practiced the sovereignty of God. He reoriented, refocused, reconnected (and maybe, just maybe, he wrote a poem).

And left the governance of the universe to God.

—Mark Buchanan; copyright © 2007 Christianity Today International/BuildingChurchLeaders.com

Discuss

19. Can I think of a time when I have “reclined with Jesus”? If so, what was it like?

20. How does the sovereignty of God impact my life as an individual?

21. How does the sovereignty of God impact the mission and ministries of our church?
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	Hurried Sick

Why we need to ruthlessly eliminate hurry from our lives

Ecclesiastes 8:3


One of the great illusions of our day is that hurrying will buy us more time. Churches obsess over getting services finished on time. Cell phones and pagers now interrupt more sermons than cranky babies. Every preacher knows that on the hour, a symphony of watch beeps will fill the auditorium (though no two of them will sound at precisely the same time).

Ironically, our efforts have not produced what we’re after—a sense of what might be called “timefulness,” of having enough time. In fact, quite the reverse is true, which is a dangerous thing. The danger is not that we will renounce our faith. It is that we will become so distracted and rushed and preoccupied that we will settle for a mediocre version of it. We will just skim our lives instead of actually living them.

An Old Problem

Though our society exemplifies “hurry sickness,” it’s not a new problem; people in ministry have been subject to it at least since the days of Jesus. During one hectic season of ministry, Mark notes of the disciples, “For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.”

Far too many people involved in ministry think of this as a life verse—as if God will reward the hectic one day with, “What a life you had! Many were coming and going, and you had no leisure even to eat. Well done!” Not quite. Jesus was aware of this problem, and he constantly withdrew from crowds and activities. 

If you want to follow someone, you can’t go faster than the one who is leading. Following Jesus cannot be done at a sprint. Jesus was often busy, but he was never hurried. Being busy is an outer condition; being hurried is a sickness of the soul. Jesus never went about the busyness of his ministry in a way that severed the life-giving connection between himself and his Father. He never did it in a way that interfered with his ability to give love when that was what was called for. He observed a regular rhythm of withdrawal from activity for solitude and prayer. He ruthlessly eliminated hurry from his life.

Life in the Slow Lane
We don’t have to live this way. The hurried can become unhurried. But it will not happen by trying alone, nor will it happen instantly. You will have to enter a life of training. One useful practice might be called “slowing.” This involves cultivating patience by deliberately choosing to place yourself in positions where you have to wait. For instance, over the next few days or weeks, try these:

1. Deliberately drive in the slow lane on the expressway. It may be that not swerving from lane to lane will cause you to arrive five minutes later. But you will find that you don’t get nearly so angry at other drivers. Instead of trying to pass them, say a little prayer as they go by, asking God to bless them. 

2. Eat your food slowly. Force yourself to chew at least 15 times before each swallow. 

3. At the grocery store, discover which check-out line is the longest, and get in it. Then let one person go in front of you. 

4. Re-read a book. 

5. Take an hour simply to be with God. Don’t use this time to prepare messages or do strategic planning. Don’t use this time at all. Simply be with God.

In short, find ways to make hurry impossible. As you practice them, tell God you trust him to enable you to accomplish all that you need to get done. 

—John Ortberg; reprinted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 1998 by the author or Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit LeadershipJournal.net.
Discuss

22. In general, do I have enough time to accomplish what I need to accomplish?

23. Do the five “slowing” practices listed above sound appealing or unappealing? Why?

24. Am I contributing to “hurry sickness” in the lives of my co-leaders?
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	What the Sabbath Means for Pastors and Church Staff

What is a Sabbath rest for pastors who handle holy things all week long?

Exodus 20:8


Some pastors observe Sabbath well. Their day away from work is markedly different from the other six, and there is something special and holy about what they do—and don’t do—on that day. For others, the Sabbath feels like another work day. It isn’t set apart. It isn’t even restful. When you work with holy things all week long, what is it you are resting from when Sabbath finally arrives?

Two Sabbath commands
Nine of the Ten Commandments remain similar between the two versions of the commandments (Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5). But the fourth commandment differs significantly, beginning with the opening imperative verb. “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8, nrsv). The second version begins with “observe” (Deuteronomy 5:12). These two verbs capture significant aspects of the Sabbath challenge. A healthy, obedient, and life-giving Sabbath involves habits of observance as well as a commitment to remember.

These two commands reflect the two central acts of God in human history: God as Creator and God as Redeemer. A helpful reflection for Sabbath observance begins here. What practices help you experience God as Creator? Perhaps walking, hiking, biking, gardening, painting, or reading poetry? What practices help you experience the freedom God has given us in Christ, our redemption from slavery? Turning off the computer, the phone, or the TV? Putting away the Blackberry or calendar? Turning off worry or the temptation to obsess with ministry issues? These are practices to consider for a Sabbath observance.

For people whose lives revolve around ministry, these two reasons for Sabbath observance can be helpful in another way, too. Christians are called to partner with God in sustaining the creation and redeeming the world. Our profession is heavily weighted on the redemption side. We spend our days creating structures and working with individuals to help people grasp the great gift of redemption and eternal life we have in Jesus Christ.

On the Sabbath, then, those of us in ministry professions may benefit most and honor God most by engaging with God as Creator. We rest from our partnership with God in redeeming the world by acknowledging God as Creator as well as Redeemer.

Resting from our families?
One of the challenges for people in ministry involves family members. If our ministry leaves us fatigued from contact with people, how can we then embrace time with family members on our Sabbath?

Two keys to happy Sabbaths with young children are to eliminate multi-tasking and to reduce expectations of a profound spiritual experience with the children. Simply enjoying them, without trying to get something else done at the same time, can be quite refreshing and honors the gift from God that comes to us in children. A short Bible story, an easy craft activity, or a brief prayer time can help to keep the focus on God, but too much stress on those activities can turn the day of rest into work.

Another key to healthy Sabbaths for people in ministry comes from the root meaning of the word Sabbath: stop, pause, cease, desist, or rest. The heart of Sabbath is stopping, not finding more things to do. Vital to the “success” of such Sabbath devotion is, frankly, keeping expectations low and the activities quite simple. When we expect our Sabbath to be highly “spiritual,” it becomes one more thing to do, continuing the addiction to productivity that is so common in our culture.

—Lynne M. Baab; excerpted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 2007 Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit LeadershipJournal.net.
Discuss

25. In your mind, what is the difference between “remembering” and “observing” the Sabbath?

26. How do you experience God as Creator? How do you experience him as Redeemer?

27. Are your expectations for a Sabbath experience too high? Why or why not?
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	Further Exploration

Books and resources to equip church leaders for practicing the spiritual disciplines


BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from Christianity Today International.

-“Spiritual Disciplines” Assessment Pack

-“How to Prevent Ministry Burnout” Survival Guide

-“Spiritual Formation” Training Theme and Powerpoint

-“Soul Care” Practical Ministry Skills

SmallGroups.com

. Small-groups training and curriculum resources from Christianity Today International.

-“Go Deeper with God” Practical Ministry Skills

-“Lead Your Small Group to Experience God Through Prayer” Practical Ministry Skills

LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders.

ConversationsJournal.com

. This is a website dedicated to providing spiritual accompaniment and honest dialogue for those who long for radical transformation in Christ.

Metamorpha.com. This is an online community for Christian spiritual formation.

Celebration of Discipline by Richard Foster. Foster’s masterpiece has served for over 25 years as a handbook on the central practices of the Christian faith (HarperSanFrancisco, 1988; ISBN 978-0060628390).

Invitation to Silence and Solitude by Ruth Haley Barton. This book is a great primer for the disciplines of silence and solitude (InterVarsity Press, 2004; ISBN 978-0830823864).

Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life by Donald S. Whitney. This book is an invitation to the pursuit of holiness through a lifelong delight in the spiritual disciplines (NavPress, 1997; ISBN 978-1576830277).

The Rest of God by Mark Buchanan. This is an in-depth exploration of why the Sabbath is essential to the Christian faith (Thomas Nelson, 2006; ISBN 978-0849918483).

The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard. A great book that can help us understand how God transforms our lives (HarperSanFrancisco, 1990; ISBN 978-0060694425). 
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