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Introduction to the Spiritual Practices 

 

By Marjorie George 

Speaking to a group of Christian ministers, Dr. Peter Senge, a systems theorist whose life 

includes a daily practice of meditation, was asked why he thought there is a rising interest 

in religions like Buddhism while Christianity is seeing marked declines. “I think,” said 

Senge, “it is because Buddhism presents itself as a way of life, and Christianity presents 

itself as a system of belief.  

“So I would want to get Christian ministers thinking about how to rediscover their faith as 

a way of life,” he continued, “because that’s what people are searching for today” (from 

Finding Our Way Again by Brian McLaren, p 3).  

Indeed, Christianity as a way of life has been the search of the centuries. At its extreme 

were the Desert Fathers and Mothers. In the early fourth century, after Constantine came 

to power and declared Christianity to be “legal,” some individuals and groups withdrew to 

the deserts of Egypt and surrounding areas to seek the deeper life. With the removal of 

threats of persecution and martyrdom, Christianity had become too easy for them. The 

ascetic practices of solitude and austerity were seen as sacrificial at a time when it was no 

longer a risk to be a Christian.  

Before that, the early Christians hardly had to ask what the spiritual life looked like: it 

looked like the life that Jesus had lived – frequently withdrawing for prayer and solitude, 

gathering with others for communal worship, sharing a common meal, studying Scripture 

and applying it to daily life. These early followers of Christ “really did arrange their lives 

very differently from their non-Christian neighbors,” says Dallas Willard in The Spirit of 

the Disciplines, “as well as from the vast majority of those of us called Christians today” (p 

100). They did not spend their days thinking about Christ, they acted like Christ.  

When one practices living like Christ, one has a better chance of in fact living like Christ. 

Dr. William De Vries, the pioneer in artificial hearts for humans, talked about how often he 

practiced his installation technique on animals. “The reason you practice so much,” he 

explained, “is so that you will do things automatically the same way every time” (Willard, p 

153).   

Intentionally adopting – practicing and living – the ways of Christ and our Christian 

forefathers and foremothers is such a radical notion to Christians today that we have set 

them apart as the “spiritual practices” or “spiritual disciplines.” Far from being a return to 

the ascetic disciplines, however, we understand the practices as a way of life that we choose 

to take on and that bring a “sacred normalcy to the rhythms of our life,” says McLaren (p 3). 
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Through the spiritual practices we learn to live consciously aware of the presence of God in 

every moment, and we begin to respond to God’s presence in Christ-like ways. I do not 

simply say prayers of thanksgiving at a set time every day. Rather, I live in an attitude of 

gratefulness to God for the many blessings of my life and especially for God’s presence in it 

through his gracious act of redemption. I do not simply read the story of the Good 

Samaritan and nod my head in agreement that the Samaritan acted with mercy toward his 

neighbor; I allow myself to be inconvenienced to help a person in need and practice 

Christian hospitality by opening my home for one who needs care. Spiritual practices, says 

McLaren, “could be called life practices or humane practices because they help us practice 

being alive, and humanely so” (p 17).   

The Church in her wisdom sets aside the 40 days of Lent as a period for intense reflection 

and correction of life in the days leading up to the great celebration of Easter. During Lent, 

the Church specifically invites us to self-examination and repentance “by prayer, fasting, 

and self-denial; and by reading and meditating on God’s holy Word” (from The Book of 

Common Prayer, p 265).  

Mindful of that invitation, Practicing Lent 2015 will engage the spiritual practices of 

prayer, repentance, love of neighbor, connecting with the cloud of witnesses, and fasting 

and simplicity.  

As we move through the days and weeks of Lent, remembering these characteristics about 

spiritual practices will assist us in staying faithful to our intentions.  

Spiritual Practices: 

Are ancient practices. In the foreword to McLaren’s book Finding Our Way Again, 

Phyllis Tickle writes “the entire church is [now] being forced to prayerfully re-examine the 

character and practices of our ancient forefathers and foremothers in the faith.  We must 

begin again, as once our forebears did, to live not as culturally safe Christians, but as 

observant ones, the markings of our faith becoming so inherent in each of us as to be the 

faith incarnated in us.” The Spiritual Practices are not new discoveries or cleverly-contrived 

methods of staving off our declining membership. They are ways that we, in Tickle’s words, 

“assume the characteristic faith-marking ways of our spiritual elders.”  

Are lived out in the ordinariness of our lives. Adopting spiritual practices 

intentionally and habitually lead us to “Making prayer ordinary in our daily schedule or 

annual calendar; making generosity normal, normative, and habitual so that it is done 

automatically; making regular time for rest every single week whether we feel we need it or 

not, as a matter of routine; practicing simplicity instead of consumption; countering 

violence with peace-making,” says Brian McLaren (4).  

Instead of taking on more projects and adding more things to our religious to-do lists, we 

begin to wonder where we can invite God in to what we are already doing. As I push my 

cart up and down the grocery store aisles, can I thank God for the farmers and truckers and 
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produce handlers who make it possible for my family to have fresh fruit and vegetables? 

Can I practice patience when I get stuck behind an elderly person who is moving slowly, 

realizing that I, too, am slowing down a little? Can I hang up my cell phone and give my 

attention to the checker as I load the groceries onto the conveyer, acknowledging him or her 

as a person of value? Can I glance at the bagboy’s or girl’s name tag and thank him or her 

by name?   

Are not about getting better at the practice. Recalling the Pharisee in the temple who 

boasted of his own righteousness, we undertake spiritual practices in an attitude of 

humility.  The outcome we hope for by spending five or ten or 30 minutes a day in 

meditation is not about becoming better at meditation. Rather, we withdraw into solitude 

and silence in order to quiet the mind and allow God space to enter in.  “To know the 

mechanics,” says Richard Foster in Celebration of Discipline “does not mean that we are 

practicing the disciplines. The spiritual disciplines are an inward and spiritual reality, and 

the inner attitude of the heart is far more crucial than the mechanics for coming into the 

reality of the spiritual life” (pg 3).  

Are mostly about God’s work, not our work. The person “who plants in response to 

God, letting God’s Spirit do the growth work in him, harvests a crop of real life, eternal 

life,” Paul writes in the Letter to the Galatians (6:8, The Message). Through the spiritual 

practices, we place ourselves before God so that God can transform us. “By themselves, the 

spiritual disciplines can do nothing;” says Foster. “They can only get us to the place where 

something can be done.” Brian McLaren remarks that God’s grace is always a gift, “but the 

gift happens to those who are practiced in ways it doesn’t typically happen to those who 

aren’t” (p 94). 

Require intentionality. Incorporating spiritual practices into a way of life requires 

intention, desire, and training. We make the choice to adopt spiritual practices that will 

train us “to become the kinds of people who have eyes and actually see, and who have ears 

and actually hear, and so experience not just survival but life” says McLaren (17). We 

approach the Christian faith, adds McLaren, “as a way of life that is learned and 

strengthened through a wide variety of practices developed by Christians across traditions 

and over centuries.” We “position ourselves to receive spiritual experiences, deepen 

spiritual relationships, face and endure suffering, and move toward others in service” (55). 

Experiencing God, we acknowledge, is always a grace, a gift given because God loves us and 

longs to be in relationship with us. We put ourselves in places where we will be found.   

Depend on the work of the Holy Spirit. God in Christ, through the work of the Holy 

Spirit, is the initiator of our call to the spiritual life. We do not attain to holiness; we 

recognize and accept that we are made holy through the continuing work of the Spirit. I am 

only able to love that person who can be pretty unlovable at times by the gracefulness of the 

Spirit. The words of Scripture are revealed to me as pertaining especially to me in some 

particular way through the work of the Sprit.  My eyes are opened to see and my ears 

opened to hear God at work in the world about me only by the work of the Spirit. When I 
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undertake a routine of specific spiritual practices, it is not through my will, my hard work, 

my determination, my hours spent in study or prayer that will bring me one iota closer to 

God.  My part is to show up, take time, be intentional, set aside the craziness of the world 

in a particular way for a particular amount of time so the Spirit can reveal God and God’s 

will for me.   

We invite you, therefore, in the name of the Church and the Diocese of West Texas, to the 

observance of a holy Lent. We hope these daily and weekly reflections will contribute to 

your Lenten disciplines and help you more faithfully practice and live the ways of Christ in 

your daily life.  

 

Recommended further reading: 

Celebration of Discipline by Richard J. Foster.  Pub: Harper One 

Finding Our Way Again by Brian McLaren. Pub: Thomas Nelson. 

The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard. Pub: Harper San Francisco. 

Strength for the Journey by Renee Miller. Pub. Morehouse. 

“Spiritual Practices: Living the Gift,” issue of Reflections magazine, spring/summer 2014, 

online at 

 http://reflections-dwtx.org/print-online/spiritual-practices-living-the-gift/  
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