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Spiritual Discipline: An Introduction
Lent I (March 1) 2009

We live in an age of instant communication and quick fixes.  I don’t know about you, but many of us have come to rely on e-mail, instant messenger, personal computers, laptops, cell phones, YouTube, fast food restaurants, and movies on demand in our daily lives.  And as a result, we’ve developed increasingly shorter attention spans and equally shorter tempers, and increasingly we all seem to want and demand immediate gratification and immediate results.
But God and the Christian spiritual life simply cannot be made to operate instantly, quickly, or on-demand.  In fact, life with God and growth in the Spirit take time, patience, and waiting.  Growth and progress in the spiritual life require us to be willing to wait on the Lord and to practice what are called the “spiritual disciplines.”  And this can take months, years, and even our entire lifetimes.
Now, I realize that in speaking of “spiritual disciplines,” the word “discipline” can have a negative connotation.  “Discipline” can mean “training people to obey rules or a code of behaviour” as well as “using punishment to correct disobedience.”  But we need to remember that “discipline” is from the same Latin word as the English word “disciple,” meaning “a student, or learner.”  And the early followers of Jesus, such as the Twelve Apostles, were called “disciples,” as were those who joined the Church as recorded in the New Testament Book of Acts.  
You see, as baptized and believing Christians, you and I are called to be disciples of Jesus Christ; and to be a “disciple” means to practice and follow certain spiritual disciplines.
What are these spiritual disciplines?  Well, the Church has often taught the Three Notable Duties of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving, since these three are especially commanded by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7).  Dr. Edward Pusey, one of the leaders of the 19th-century Oxford Movement that helped restore aspects of Catholic faith and worship to Anglicanism, said that “Fasting, Prayer, and Almsgiving—that is, denial of self, love of others, and devotion to God—are the three heads under which our Lord brings all Christian duties.”
A more recent writer, Richard Foster, whose classic book Celebration of Discipline has helped millions of modern-day Christians rediscover the ancient Christian spiritual disciplines, further subdivides them into inward disciplines, outward disciplines, and corporate disciplines.  The four inward disciplines are meditation, prayer, fasting, and study.  The four outward disciplines are simplicity, solitude, submission, and service.  And the four corporate disciplines are confession, worship, guidance, and celebration.
What Foster has done in Celebration of Discipline is to put together a collection of classical Christian resources on the spiritual disciplines for an age that had largely forgotten them.  He first published Celebration of Discipline in 1978.  I’ve been so impressed with Foster’s book that I ordered 15 copies of it as well as the accompanying study guide.  I encourage you to pick up copies of these books this morning and to join with me in studying Celebration of Discipline this Lent.  We’ll do that during Adult Sunday School hour.  I’ll also be preaching on the Disciplines during the Sundays in Lent this year.  I believe we’ll gain great spiritual benefit from learning about these spiritual disciplines and putting them into practice in our lives.
In practicing the classical Christian spiritual disciplines, such as prayer and meditation, service and simplicity, and worship and celebration, we’re attempting to place ourselves in a frame of mind and heart in which God the Holy Spirit can draw us closer to Him, and use us for His purposes.  Through the practice of these disciplines we’re trying to remove some of the barriers, inbred sin, and bad habits that block us from experiencing God and the sheer joy of the abundant life of the Kingdom of God.

After all, Jesus said, “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly” (John 10:10).  The purpose of the spiritual disciplines is greater freedom to experience this abundant life promised by Jesus.  As Richard Foster says, “The purpose of the Disciplines is liberation from the stifling slavery to self-interest and fear.”
  It is “not to make life miserable but joyful, not to put us in bondage but to set us free, not to confine but to liberate.”

My hope and prayer is that this Lent will bring a renewal in faith and a deepening of life in Christ for each one of us.  May our dear Lord Jesus, who fasted 40 days and nights in the wilderness for our sakes, grant us His blessing and the guidance of the Holy Spirit in this and all our endeavors.  Amen.
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