Towards better Christian formation      John Twisleton

Would you point someone seeking to deepen what is spiritual within them to your church?

My own work as a mission officer brings me regular contact with spiritual seekers, some of whom see Buddhism as wiser and more hands-on about spirituality than the Christian tradition as experienced locally.

If holiness is the church’s most powerful influence, how can we see more of such influence?

A tale is told of a monk who became so holy that people who touched his garments were healed.  

Marvelling at such wonders, especially as the monk seemed in so many ways little different to his brothers, his supervisors called him to account.  ‘What causes all these miracles?’ they asked. 

‘I am quite mystified’ he replied.  ‘All I do is to accept the will of God in all my circumstances. Prosperity does not lift me up.  Adversity does not cast me down.  I am persuaded that God will turn everything to good, so I am at peace’.

Big aim – tight focus

If Christian formation has such holiness as its aim, its vital focus is in our engaging with God’s will in everyday circumstances.

My own Christian calling has been continually encouraged by coming across people transparent to God in the circumstances of life. Like the monk in the tale they have radiated healing through a degree of unselfconscious abandonment to life and all God brings to them through it, hour by hour. 

They have attracted me – and hopefully built on all that is of God in my life.  They have helped the grace I receive in prayer, word and sacrament to be put more into gear in the way I live my life. They bring me up with a start and help me find God more fully in my present circumstances. 

So how do we help form more of such Christians, living more fully in the will of God, anointed by the Spirit of God?

Venturesome faith

Before my calling to the priesthood I worked in a chemical research team. I shall always be grateful for the enthusiasm of my supervisor. Dr. White was a pioneer, someone with great imagination, who helped us think boldly and creatively. Under his leadership we pressed forward the frontiers of knowledge in the realm of polymer science. The success of his research team lay in a joint sense of adventure. 

Christianity too is an adventure. God calls us together as his church, as he first called Israel, to venture forth with him on the journey of faith. In the pilgrimage of Israel to the promised land we see God’s people moving forwards in fits and starts, with at best a sense of adventure. Again and again God loosens them from apathy and unfaithfulness, rekindling their enthusiasm for the Promised Land.

Christian formation is a call to such venturesome faith. It is a forward movement inspired by the grace of God, whereby all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:18).

Loosening the ropes

In the tale the holiness of the monk linked to his detachment from emotional highs and lows. One of the attractions of eastern religion lies in its perception of the spiritual energy lost through attachment and how breaking attachment frees the spirit. Christianity also teaches detachment, seeing prayer, fasting and almsgiving as means of countering over-attachment to the world.

People lose so much energy through regret about the past, anxiety about the future and possessiveness in their lifestyle. Jesus calls us to ‘lose our life’ for gain. Venturesome faith calls for a loosening of the mooring ropes of regret, anxiety and possessiveness. It is a looking to Jesus, a laying aside of every weight and the sin that clings so closely (Hebrews 12: 1-2).

Where parishes provide occasional opportunities for ministry to individuals through sacramental confession or prayer ministry they facilitate this process of loosening the things that bind so essential to Christian formation.

As spiritual direction can bring benefit to individuals, so the church as a whole can benefit from a mission audit attempting identification of those things that hold back the life of the Spirit. In both cases the key to advance is a process of discernment involving both reasoned discussion and openness to a gift of supernatural insight.

Hoisting sails to the Spirit

Christianity is an adventure.  It is a forward moving venture which cooperates with the God of our life. It is about ‘hoisting sails’ to the breath of the Spirit, and not always about ‘rowing harder’. 

As a Curate I worked hard to build up a youth club. We managed to fill the church with young people for a Mass before an evening of activities.  I took great pride in the numbers as something tangible that I had helped achieve. 

Looking back I now see how my own self-sufficiency and desire to achieve for God actually became an obstacle to my own spiritual development, let alone the spiritual benefit of the local youth.  

I had a crisis of faith and was brought to my knees praying ‘God, show me yourself!’ To cut the story short, a new vision of God dawned upon me in which I became more his servant, waiting for his orders before making my own plans to serve him. The Holy Spirit began to enthuse me afresh. New demands came my way, but they were gracious demands, more evidently in the will of God. They led to lives being changed. 

In retrospect I now recognise how I needed to recapture two virtues basic to our formation as Christians – humility and confidence in God. I am still working on them twenty years later.

Christianity without either virtue loses attractiveness. Where humility and servant hearts are lacking self-importance repels people from our churches. Where people lack confidence in the Gospel church life is seen as hard work – galley slaves in a rowing boat, no hoisting of sails to the Spirit!

Expanding horizons

Christian formation is a process obedient to the command of the Lord to ‘make disciples’ (Matthew 28:19). Formation goes beyond information, touching and transforming the whole person. It is an opening up of mind and heart to the knowledge of God’s mystery, that is, Christ himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2: 2-3).

Venturesome faith seeks ever-new insight from the scriptures, creeds, formularies and accumulated wisdom of the Christian tradition. In recent years there has been as flowering of so called ‘catechetical’ material facilitating an expansion of the teaching ministry. The Emmaus Course provides teaching material on the creed, sacraments and commandments for use in lay led groups. Where such material has come into full use it has been through the clergy devoting energy to training and enthusing lay leaders whom they then authorise to share their teaching ministry using the new resources. Better Christian formation cannot be achieved without such investment in the teaching ministry.

As on the Alpha Course and in the Cursillo movement the value of a whole weekend’s engagement on a theme of spiritual renewal is well proven. It has been wisely said that Christian formation is less a matter of learning new truth but of a renewed apprehension of the basic truths of this faith.

Formation via frustration

Some of the most influential Christians bear evident disability or handicap. Unlike most of us they cannot for the most part please themselves. They are faced hourly with humiliations that throw them more fully upon the mercy of God.

Although scripture reminds us that Christ did not please himself the fact of the matter is that most Christians in the Western world, like all their contemporaries, are rather the opposite.  We live in a generation ‘spoiled for choice’. Speedy transport, electronic communications etc. have opened up so many options for the way we choose to spend our time. The availability of so many options makes any frustration all the more humiliating and frustrating.

Christian spirituality roots itself in the living Christ who is able, by his passion and resurrection, to transform our frustrations. Whereas people tend to store their frustrations so that they burst out in anger at a later date, those who make a life-choice for Christ can convey both sorrows and joys into a wider, liberating perspective. For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh (2 Corinthians 4:11).

Paradoxically our churches make their influence felt most powerfully when they are associated with faith stories told from situations of suffering and hardship. If Christian formation is a matter of discovering the will of God in personal circumstances, occasions when individuals are encouraged to tell their faith story have great value. The best testimonies resonate with the universal human experience of weakness and frustration into which Christ enters and helps to living transformation. 

The Gospel always reaches more powerfully from the weak to the strong than vice versa.

Building Christ-like Selflessness

The traditional Christian retreat was given under three sharp headings – know yourself, love yourself, forget yourself. It was recognised that the capacity to give oneself more fully to God’s praise and service is inextricably linked to self-knowledge and self-possession.  If we are called to give more of ourselves to God and to other people, we cannot do so unless we more fully possess ourselves in the first place.

Self-forgetfulness is one of the most attractive of spiritual qualities. Although some people are graced with it by nature, it is also the end achievement of right Christian formation, a Christ-like grace. 

Such formation comes as a response to a similar three-fold challenge set forth in the New Testament - ‘repent, believe, receive’. No church can expect to deepen the spirituality of her members without this continual Gospel challenge and reminder. It is nothing less than a reminder that the principle accepted in baptism is the receipe for holiness. Christianity is ‘a dying and rising life’, the selfish life giving way continually to the selfless life of Christ.

In my youth visitors to our home meant a fire in the lounge. My father would take a shovel of coals from the living room fire and convey it into the lounge grate. New coals would ignite from these. 

Loss of self-centredness comes about, just like the slow but sure ignition of those coals, as holiness communicates itself through the church. It is our most powerful influence, backing up all preaching and teaching. Where people grow transparent to the fire of the Lord they draw and ignite others.

Growth into wholeness

The growth of individuals into wholeness is something adventurous and appealing that draws others into the process. A sense of need being fulfilled, of mercy granted, is infectious.  In the parish I first served in as priest the remarkable physical healing of one lady and her commitment to become Church Treasurer had a ripple effect in our well connected mining community. New people were drawn in by a perception that going to church could link in to spiritual healing. They found themselves saying, Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you (Zechariah 8:23).

Churches, which encourage the ministry of healing, are very often growing churches. They are discovering a means of outreach connecting with contemporary needs. The recent Church of England report ‘A Time to Heal’ celebrates the resurgence in the healing ministry as a sign of encouragement. It also calls for the increased availability of spiritual guidance as part of total health care. Such formative resources, widely lacking in the life of the church today compared to other religious traditions, are vital for the future vigour of Christianity.  

Spiritual guidance needs to be made more attractive and available. By it Christians benefit from a gift of discernment offered by another believer as they bring themselves to account before God in their presence. Those perceived as living particularly close to God eg. in a religious community are always a key resource. Spiritual friendship provides a sort of ‘mirror to the soul’ helping Christians see their needs more clearly and the means of grace appropriate for them.  The natural risk of spiritual domination has to be weighed against the danger of an unspiritual domination by the ‘world’ if no such provision is sought.

The magnetism of prayer

A basic spiritual law seems to be ‘the more you pray, the more you want to pray.’ It points to a magnetic process in which the desire for God grows through prayer as a bar of iron magnetises in a magnetic field. 

If there were no other factors in play Christian formation would be simple. In fact sin, lack of self-possession, anxiety etc. all work against our prayer. There is also the lack of personal satisfaction that everyone feels on occasion about spending time before an unseen God. 

‘How long do you pray for each day?’ Someone once asked Archbishop Michael Ramsey. ‘Oh a few minutes, I suppose,’ the Archbishop is said to have replied, ‘though it might take half an hour to get there!’ 

The discipline of spending time before God is the key. Without it there will be no experience of God at all. Even if the discipline is no guarantee, it exposes us to as much of God as we can bear. 

One spiritual winter commands prayer, especially before Christ in the Eucharist, as like engaging in a radiotherapy of the Spirit that burns out evil deep in the heart.

Very often Christians lack generosity in the time they give to prayer making busyness their excuse. Bishop Richard Chartres preaching once in St. Paul’s Cathedral suggested that the setting apart of a good time of daily prayer helps capture something of God’s eternal perspective. Through this perspective it becomes possible to sift the important things that flow to us during the rest of the day from the things that are merely pressing. 

We have in the discipline of prayer the very resource to cope with the stresses of life. Where this experience and insight is not evident, is it surprising that people turn to eastern religions? Where there is prayerfulness and an openness to God in circumstances, as with the monk in the story, there can be healing.

Thinking magnificently about God

Venturesome faith has the aim of holiness and focuses on attaining the will of God in every circumstance. It looks beyond circumstances to God, in his greatness and loving provision. 

Think magnificently about God advised one spiritual writer. Our formation as Christians depends on our vision of God. When it is obscured we need to come before him with the scriptures and ask for it to be renewed. God alone can grant us a vision of himself that is more to his dimensions than to ours. Sometimes prayer can be so overwhelmed by a burden of human need that it loses expectancy. Reflecting more fully on God’s magnificence, our prayer of adoration opens us up to his limitless possibilities and their potential engagement with these needs. 

Formation in Christ’s teaching is inseparable from the welcoming of his love and such an opening up of lives to his boundless possibilities, who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly more than all we can ask or imagine  (Ephesians 3:20). 
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