Christianity and Spacious Living

There is still space — just — in the church

People are after space. They lose it at work more than ever before. The leisure industry expands yet the many options on offer do not always make space. So much choice itself lends frustration to people. 

It is a spiritual matter, this finding of space. Yet many people perceive religion as cramping rather than expanding life. 

Are they right? 

It depends. Religious people can be moral policemen. They can wear you out with argument. Their passionate intensity can seem blinkered. 

On the other hand they can point us to more spacious living. 


God makes space

Anyone whose life is actually centred outside of themselves is going to have a certain spaciousness about them. It is one thing to have a notion of God, but when people actually experience him they seem drawn out of themselves and actually enlarged as people. 

This seems particularly true of the Christian experience of God. Jesus Christ is encountered as one who leads into 'transcendent' humanity, that is a humanity with boundaries beyond this world on account of his Resurrection. 

Christians can fall short as much as the next man or woman. They can also exhibit a spontaneity and joy, a humour and irony pushing back the boundaries of life that is literally beyond this world. 

As the little girl observed to her mother when told God wanted to come into her life: 'If God is really so big, and he really comes into us, he'd show through wouldn't he?' 

Out of the mouths of babes - yet it is one thing to state the consequence of living a life open to God and quite another thing to actually live such a life! 


Does the church have space?

This is where the church comes in. Without her tuition there would be no such Christian formation. Though the institutional church appears outwardly a far from spacious body with its ordered belief, liturgy and discipline, it remains a tool for generating spacious living by forming Jesus Christ in people's lives. 

'Enter by the narrow gate' Christ said, and for the post-modern mindset entry into the church seems to be a narrow way indeed. The spaciousness of the church, as Chesterton once remarked, is discovered when you actually come through the door. Like Doctor Who's Time Machine, the interior is far more spacious than its outward appearance would indicate. 

Paradoxically Christian freedom depends on the order of the church, so that whenever she falls into disorder believers lose both space and freedom, as recent controversies have amply demonstrated. 

Christians live spaciously because they have space provided for spiritual formation by the ordering of the church. Scripture, creeds, the orderly succession of bishops, church councils - all hold authority with the sacraments and spiritual disciplines in the holding of Christianity to its divine purpose of bringing all that is into the spaciousness of life with God. 


Getting our priorities right

Christian communities face the powerful temptation to adopt the fashionable irreverence towards external authority. Whilst the exercise of authority in the Christian tradition has always looked to reason and faith as authentic guides, a critical spirit has emerged in the contemporary scene which has eroded reverence for scripture, creed and discipline. In these circumstances what God has provided as formative is now seen as more optional and informative for a new 'make' of Christian. Such communities risk the loss of spiritual energy, spaciousness and membership. 

Spacious living is life that is clear about its priorities. In the famous example of filling a jar, if you start with the rocks followed by the stones and then the pebbles there is room for the last two. Start with the pebbles and you soon have no room for any rocks at all. 

To live spaciously people need to put the rocks before the pebbles. They need to be clear about where they start from. If they start from a desire to be anaesthetised from boredom they will diminish their life through petty distractions. If they start from a vision of God they will expand their lives increasingly through contemplation. 


Space on the solid path

Similarly for the church to protect the spaciousness of Christian formation she needs to be clear where she starts from. If she starts with a readiness to please by renegotiating every formative tradition she will build on sand not rock. If she starts people on the well-trodden path of the saints she will provide them with a solid base for their formation as believers. 

How often in recent years have Anglicans felt they were pushing through the sand? Could it be that our desire to be an inclusive church serving all-comers has distracted us from leading our membership to more secure ground through inviting a deeper submission to spiritual discipline? 

It was said of a certain bishop that when he sat down there was always more space. When church leaders are centred in God through the discipline of prayer they are able to deal graciously with the endless expectations put upon them, making space in their own lives and for those they serve. 

It is through the contemplation of God that we seem to soak in a capacity to discern what is truly important from what is merely urgent in our schedules. It is this spiritual priority, fostered by the traditional discipline of the church, which helps make space for people to be present and attentive to one another as and when is necessary 


Contemplating Jesus

This is the way of Jesus who is always seen in the Gospels as one who had space for all who crossed his path. He heard the cry of blind Bartimaeus and noticed Zacchaeus up the tree. He had time for the woman drawing water at the well and, even in his passion, turned to the dying thief. 

It can only be the way of his church as she recovers her own contemplation of him, the devotion that brings with it the anointing grace of his Spirit. 

People will be all the more drawn to the Christian religion as they find less moralising and dogmatic controversy and more of such devotion and spaciousness. 
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