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From the author
Dear Friends and Colleagues:

I wrote this resource as a way to thank you and to encourage you. Camp
and retreat experiences have profoundly touched and shaped me. I know
that without them I would be only a shadow of who God created me to be.
Camps and retreats are key avenues where I encountered God and learned
the deep meaning of spiritual leadership. I am not alone. Historically,
Christian camp/retreat settings and programs have consistently drawn peo-
ple closer to Christ and have inspired them to lifestyles of faithfulness.

Today, both the society at large and individual congregations voice the
great need for people of integrity who are motivated by love and the com-
mon good. This, of course, includes inspiring and nurturing people for
ordained and lay ministries within the church. It also means lifting a vision
for all camp/retreat participants that moves them to spiritual leadership in
their homes and in every walk of life. We as leaders in camp and retreat
ministries must never underestimate our role in this endeavor. In fact,
developing spiritual leaders was one of the reasons camp and retreat min-
istries were established.

Modern times require a recommitment to the core of what we are about,
because fewer and fewer people see themselves as spiritual leaders in their
daily lives. The church suffers from an inadequate number of leaders for
crucial positions and ministries. Camp/retreat ministry is one key partner
in helping turn this situation around. An effective response requires that we
be very intentional. It is time to embrace joyfully our unique identity in
teaching and practicing Christlike leadership.

As Christian camp/retreat leaders, we can go far beyond simply providing
cost-effective meals and lodging in pretty places. Our role is much more
significant than simply helping people get away from their normal routines
and pressures. Amid the adventures, increased self-esteem, and even
opportunities for strangers to get to know one another and become friends,
we draw people closer to the Essence of Life. We certainly do not exist just
to get people to come back to our sites, therefore generating income for us.
We must never adopt the philosophy that we host some groups in order to
get money to enable us to “do our ministry” with others. There is no such
thing as a “rental” group. That term should be eliminated from our vocab-
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ulary, along with the term “other-use group.” Every participant and every
guest has the right to receive the unique gifts that God has given us to offer
as Christians. If we are not going to cherish who we are, then we really
have nothing much to offer that others can’t do better. What a terrible loss
to society that would be!

Our mission is beautiful and important. Let us stay focused. The Christian
church sponsors camp/retreat centers and experiences specifically as
avenues for people to connect more deeply with God, to experience the pos-
sibilities for life based on the love of Christ, and to be inspired to practice
life-giving leadership wherever they go. The natural world, so much a part
of camp/retreat settings, speaks of God and enhances this process. For so
many reasons, excursions to camp/retreat centers heighten people’s open-
ness to new ways of being, which then must be linked to their daily lives.

Remember, camp/retreat experiences are intentionally temporary. People
come to camps and retreats so that they might return home to live more
fully. Both the experience and the return are part of camp/retreat ministry.
We introduce people in many different ways to practices that they can con-
tinue when they return, if we want their camp/retreat experience to have an
ongoing impact. Some individuals and groups will journey into our midst
for that very purpose, and others will only begin to discover and contem-
plate the possibilities after they arrive. Creativity in how we engage differ-
ent types of groups into the core of our purpose requires sensitivity and
diverse approaches that honor the guests while inviting them to explore
various aspects of spiritual growth and ways to relate more lovingly. How
will our sites, staff and volunteer practices, and the experiences themselves
all invite an expanded openness to the guidance of God’s Spirit, which is
the foundation of “spiritual” leadership?

What are the practices that open doorways to lifestyles of faithfulness and
spiritual leadership at home, at work, and within the community? The more
clarity we have on this, the more intentional we can be in preparing our-
selves, our staff and volunteers, and our guests and participants to under-
stand themselves as “spiritual” leaders wherever they may go. The ques-
tion “What makes leadership ‘spiritual’?” became the focus of a recent
study leave for me. The sessions that follow outline discoveries I made
while searching the Scriptures, talking with respected spiritual leaders,
reading extensively, and participating in sessions with youth who are seek-
ing to be spiritual leaders.
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I pray that these insights and practices will aid you in your own spiritual
growth, in preparing volunteers and staff, and in giving direction to your
ministry of hospitality and faith formation. It is my way of giving back for
all you have done for me and so many others. I thank the General Board of
Discipleship for making this resource possible. Use and adapt these ses-
sions for staff and volunteer orientation and ongoing faith-formation prac-
tices as a camp/retreat community. Examine the themes and creatively con-
sider how you can introduce them through the camp/retreat grounds, facil-
ities, hospitality, practices, and learning opportunities for all guests and
participants. Consider developing self-initiated learning options through-
out the site and establish other ways to communicate the messages and
practices of spiritual leadership.

Finally, I plan to add more sessions over time that speak directly to spiri-
tual leadership. Please send me your suggestions. Sessions on peacemak-
ing and the care of creation are just two of the additions already requested.

With deep gratitude,

Rev. Kevin Witt, Camp and Retreat Ministries Staff
The General Board of Discipleship

The United Methodist Church

Ktwjel@aol.com

About the author

The Reverend Kevin Witt currently serves as the Camp and Retreat
Ministries staffperson with the General Board of Discipleship of The
United Methodist Church. His previous experience includes service as
regional director of camp/retreat and youth ministries with the Oregon-
Idaho Conference, director of Templed Hills Camp and Retreat Center in
Colorado, pastor of local churches in the Virginia Annual Conference, and
summer program staff in Western Pennsylvania. He co-authored Twists of
Faith (Discipleship Resources, 1999) with Marcey Balcomb, a book about
ministry with youth at the turning points of their lives. He has authored
many articles in the areas of camp/retreat ministry and spiritual leadership.
He is also a popular teacher, workshop leader, and keynote speaker.

Kevin lives in Central Oregon where he enjoys camping and fly-fishing with
his best friend and wife, Joanne. They have three wonderful daughters.
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In recognition of
ROWENA and JERRY WITT
For being such powerful spiritual mentors

God became very important to me at a young age. My parents’ deep
commitment to the civil rights movement and the sacrifices they made
to stand with the poor and the suffering forever forged for me an unbreak-
able connection between faith in God and living the way of love.
Christianity has been an incredibly meaningful, inspiring, and sometimes
difficult spiritual path that I cherish deeply. I thank God for living exam-
ples of Christian faith and for The United Methodist Church, which has
been my faith community for support, encouragement, and guidance.

Through my parents, I met and watched sincere people from many reli-
gions unite to partner in efforts for love and justice. Spiritual leaders from
different faiths were guests in our home. What I noticed, even as a child,
was that these leaders lived, breathed, and practiced what they believed.
They did so even when it cost them. They sought to grow more loving,
even while they recognized they had much to learn. The various spiritual
pathways and traditions, though quite different in some respects, shared
some common wisdom. In all these traditions, for example, intellectual
agreement with spiritual truths is not what is meant by faith. Agreeing ver-
bally with religious wisdom is little more than observation. Faith is better
understood as trust. In Christianity, faith in God is a deep trust in God that
calls forth the courage to move from being bystanders to deep involve-
ment, as Christ was deeply involved. Faith means practicing the way of
Christian love until it becomes a holy habit or way of life.

The title of this resource, The Practice of Spiritual Leadership, affirms
what was shown to me so many years ago and which has proven valid until
this very day in my own experience. As a great musician practices so he or
she might bring beauty to the world, we must also continually practice as
Christian spiritual leaders. Ours is the practice of seeking God and learn-
ing to love. Over time, our capacity to love increases and God enriches the
world through us. I observed this first in my mom and dad. Then they led
me to begin to explore the Christian path myself. Over the years, I have
been blessed to encounter God repeatedly within the many twists and turns
of following Jesus. Life without God is unimaginable to me now.
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Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Mom and Dad, for introducing me
to God and the infinite frontier of Christian love. It has made all the differ-
ence. May this book inspire new generations of spiritual leaders to do for
others what you have done for me. It is a gift from God.

Special thanks
The following young people and their youth pastor from First United
Methodist Church in Bend, Oregon, participated regularly in a Spiritual
Leadership Covenant Group based on the sessions in this resource. Their
commitment to learning, practicing, journaling, and group sharing about
spiritual leadership helped me enormously.

Thanks so much to Jo Beth, Jeanna, Mike, Erin, Stephanie, Cassie, Cate,
Amanda, Briana, and Sue.
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Introduction

t is no accident that you are reading this. Think about it. Either someone

else recognized spiritual leadership qualities and potential in you and
referred you to this work, or something within you drew you to explore
being a spiritual leader. These nudges are part of a personal invitation from
God for you to go on the journey of a lifetime. If you wholeheartedly
decide to accept the invitation to follow Jesus in your leadership, that invi-
tation will take you deep inside yourself and out to people and places you
never imagined. If you are open, God’s Spirit will guide you and shape you
into the kind of person who inspires others to make a real difference in the
world. Be aware from the beginning: Spiritual leadership is not always
easy. It is, however, full of purpose and meaning.

Spiritual leadership is a special type of leadership. Webster’s Dictionary
defines leadership, in general, as the ability to go with others, in order to
show them the way—to influence and guide. Spirit refers to God. Spiritual
means the way of God. Spiritual leadership, then, means to go with peo-
ple, showing and guiding them on pathways that lead them toward God and
living the way of love.

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves
is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for
God is love ... Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one
another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and
his love is perfected in us ... So we have known and believe the love that God
has for us. God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides
in them. (1 John 4:7-16)

God-centered leadership always tries to inspire people to enrich their lives.
It’s not about being the center of attention, being admired, controlling oth-
ers, or advancing your group’s ambitions by “being better” than the next
guy. It means being strong, caring deeply, seeking wisdom to do and advo-
cate what is truly best over the long run for all involved. What an exciting,
challenging contribution to make! No one becomes a God-centered leader
simply by reading or talking. Honestly, these sessions won’t make much
difference if they remain only concepts in your head. To know spiritual
leadership, one must live it. That’s where action and practice come in.

Perhaps you’ve never thought of it this way. Practice frees us. Without con-
sistent, real-life practice and self-discipline, we can wish to be but never
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become effective spiritual leaders. Musicians, athletes, artists, and others
who excel at something understand the necessity of practice. Individuals
who rarely (or never) practice an instrument may long to play a beautiful
piece of music, but they will not be free to do so. They can see the notes
and may even be able to name them, but they can’t bring them to life.
Practice builds their capacity and frees them from the barriers that prevent
them from being able to play as they desire.

Similarly, we may long to live beautiful lives and to contribute as spiritual
leaders, but we will not be free to do so unless we actually practice seek-
ing God and living the way of love. We cannot lead others where we are
unwilling to go ourselves. These sessions will encourage you to develop
new lifelong habits. They are literally gifts from God to help you. It’s your
choice. No one can force you to practice these principles. No one can do it
for you. It comes down to deciding who will be your guide in life: God, or
someone or something else.

Some of you might be expecting these sessions on leadership to focus on
popular skills and techniques, such as how to run a meeting, how to lead a
small-group discussion, how to get other people to do what you want, the
dos and don’ts of public speaking, and so on. We won’t cover those here
for a couple of very good reasons. Primarily, it is a matter of putting first
things first. Techniques can be very helpful, but they are not the heart of
spiritual leadership. Second, there are lots of other books and training
sources related to these topics. Little exists on the core aspects of spiritual
leadership, so we give priority attention to this.

Keep in mind that common leadership skills and techniques in and of them-
selves do not make one a trustworthy leader. They can be used for good,
bad, or meaningless purposes. An obvious example can be found in Hitler,
a truly talented person who had many followers due to his charisma, orga-
nizational skills, public-speaking ability, and so on. In the end his skills did
not form him as a Christian spiritual leader. His aptitudes, as effective as
they were, led people down a very harmful path. Remember that a skill or
technique is not of itself leadership, but a tool that can be learned as the
need arises.

Growing as a spiritual leader is far easier with support, either from a men-
tor or a core group who join with you to encourage and learn. As you work
through these sessions, we strongly suggest that you seek out a person
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whom you look up to as a spiritual leader or a group that will reflect with
and support you on this journey.

Thank you for deciding to grow as a person who intends to make a life-giv-
ing difference in the world. Keep in mind that you can pass on these les-
sons to others, and we encourage that. Remember: Spiritual leadership is
far more than reading lessons. Spiritual leadership can only be known by
living and practicing it until it becomes part of who you are. Open yourself
to God’s Spirit and God will shape and guide you.
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SESSION 1
Become Aware of God’s Love

od loves us into being. This is perhaps the single most important truth

for all spiritual leaders to embrace and cherish. God’s love is so
immense that it gives life to the whole creation in a process that is nothing
less than miraculous. You exist because God loves you. Even on days when
you feel totally unlovable or when people just don’t get it and treat you
harshly, God values you and cares for you. You are important to God.

Throughout the centuries this truth has been a primary theme of spiritual
teachers. In everything from art to song, the message is clear.

Make a joyful noise to the LoRbD, all the earth.
Worship the LorD with gladness;
come into his presence with singing.
Know that the LorD is God.
It is he that made us, and we are his;
we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.
Enter his gates with thanksgiving,
and his courts with praise.
Give thanks to him, bless his name.
For the LorD is good;
his steadfast love endures forever
and his faithfulness to all generations. (Psalm 100:1-5)

Can you grasp what steadfast means? That which is steadfast endures for-
ever. Not even the stupid or destructive things we sometimes do prevent
God from loving us. How far does a love like that go? Hear the words of
the apostle Paul:

What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us?
He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with
him also give us everything else? ... Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who
died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes
for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? ... No, in all these things
we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For | am convinced that
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come,
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:31-39)
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When we become spiritual leaders, we become part of what God is doing,
part of something truly important that really lasts. Long before we were
even aware of it, God loved us, and God continues to love us. Knowing that
we are loved keeps us from striving to be a leader for the wrong reasons:
to show that we are important, to gain acceptance, to gain power over oth-
ers, and so on. Only those who are aware that they are already loved can
consistently give love.

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Spend the day intentionally increasing your awareness of all the ways that
God loves you. Observe everything. Notice the common, everyday mira-
cles. For example, every breath you take is a gift. You didn’t create it or
earn it, but thousands of times a day it is given to you. Take it in with new
awareness. Your friends, your food—where did they come from? Become
conscious of everything you can that enriches your life. Enjoy those things
and thank God.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
What was it like to spend the day trying to be aware of God’s love?

What did you discover about God, yourself, or the world?

What do you want to say to God?

For Further Study:

Alive Now, a devotional magazine published by The Upper Room, helps

small groups and individuals find Christian meaning in their lives. To
order, call 1-800-925-6847. Visit Alive Now on the web.

Alone With God: A Workbook, a guide to personal retreats by Ron DelBene
with Mary and Herb Montgomery (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).
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SESSION 2
The Greatest Commandment

‘ x Jouldn’t it be great if somebody gave us some guidance about life in

simple terms that we could actually remember and put into practice?
There are so many ideas out there about what’s really important and what will
bring happiness. There must be millions of books about Christianity alone, not
to mention all the other religions. The information overload becomes over-
whelming when you add leadership, self-help, and how-to books and pro-
grams. How can any person possibly wade through every idea out there to
know how to proceed to become a spiritual leader and live a meaningful life?

Thanks to Jesus, we can find focus. Good teachers have a knack for filter-
ing out the peripheral stuff so that we can find the most important truths.
Jesus was one of the most remarkable spiritual leaders the world has ever
known. Here’s what he says.

“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He [Jesus] said to him,
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is
like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two commandments
hang all the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 22:36-40)

There it is. That’s what spiritual leadership is all about. That’s what life is
all about. All viable religious teachings are grounded on these essentials.
Everything else you will learn in these sessions is designed to help increase
your ability to do three things and to help others do the same. These three
are so important that Jesus describes them as commandments— “must
do’s,” if we truly want to follow him.

1. Love God with all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your mind.

2. Love your neighbor.

3. Love yourself.

Isn’t it interesting that loving yourself is included? In the way that God
designed the world, all things are connected. Hence, if you are unwilling to
love yourself, it will be hard to extend yourself to love your neighbor and
God. When we don’t appreciate and care for ourselves, our lack of care has
an impact on everyone around us.
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Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:
Do one intentional thing today to love God.

Do one intentional thing today to love someone else.

Do one intentional thing today to love yourself.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Portray in some way what you did to love God, your neighbor, and

yourself today.

For Further Study:
Communion, Community, Commonweal: Readings for Spiritual Leadership,
John S. Mogabgab, editor (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).
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SESSION 3
Love in Action

eople talk about /ove so much that it’s easy to lose track of its deeper

meaning. The word is used to describe everything from “I love that
pen” to “I feel like I’'m falling in love.” Spiritually speaking, the essence of
love might be best expressed this way:

Love is the choice to extend oneself to do what is spiritually best in the
long run for oneself, other people, and all creation.

Let’s examine this definition more closely.

“Choice”: Love is a decision to build up and nurture. With God’s help we can
choose to love, even when we may not “feel” like it or even in the absence of
warm feelings toward another person. Feelings come and go, but love remains.

“Extend oneself”: This implies two important attributes: (1) openness to
growing and stretching ourselves so that we become more able to love;
(2) willingness to put forth some effort. Loving requires energy. Good
intentions and good wishes without action fall short of love.

“Spiritually best”: Some people equate love with doing whatever pleases
them or other people. It’s not that simple. What makes a leader worth fol-
lowing is her or his ability to act wisely. If we are honest, there are times
when what we want or what someone else wants will do no good, is a
waste, or may even cause harm. We become able to discern what is spiri-
tually best when we first seek to understand the circumstances more fully.
Situations will arise that call for a response when there is no easy answer.
Spiritual leaders step back first to reflect and to seek guidance. They rec-
ognize that God loves more and understands more about what’s needed
than they do. They ask what God would want in this situation. Seeking
more information and seeking God’s guidance are key to deciphering the
most loving thing to do.

“In the long run”: Spiritual leaders need the ability to look ahead and not
get mesmerized by the moment. People count on spiritual leaders to guide
them if they’re going to follow. A certain action or desire might look attrac-
tive, but where’s that path going if we stay on it? What will be the end
result and not just the immediate gratification?
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This applies to oneself, other people, and all creation: Love encompasses
the whole—the common good of all.

What looks like love isn’t always love. For example, parents may give a
child everything the child requests because they feel the need to look like
good parents. What motivates those parents is not love. The child who
receives everything he or she wants will learn to focus on unimportant
things.

Even great deeds that truly help many people may not be love if the inten-
tion is not to do what is spiritually best. For example, you might develop a
drug that helps thousands who are ill, but if your primary reason is to make
tons of money, yours is not an act of love.

A great teaching on love follows. Read it slowly so that you don’t miss
anything. What might God be saying to you through this passage about
what it means to be a spiritual leader?

If | speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, | am a
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if | have prophetic powers, and understand
all mysteries and all knowledge, and if | have all faith, so as to remove mountains,
but do not have love, | am nothing. If | give away all my possessions, and if | hand
over my body so that | may boast, but do not have love, | gain nothing. Love is
patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not
insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdo-
ing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things,
endures all things. Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an
end; as for tongues, they will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. For
we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete
comes, the partial will come to an end. When | was a child, | spoke like a child, |
thought like a child, | reasoned like a child; when | became an adult, | put an end
to childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to
face. Now | know only in part; then | will know fully, even as | have been fully
known. And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of
these is love. (1 Corinthians 13:1-13)

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Find another person and ask him or her, “What was one of the most loving
things someone did for you, and how did it influence your life?”” Share a
story from your own life on the same topic with that person.
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Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Do two of the following:

Reread 1 Corinthians 13 and write down the verse or verses that you most
want to remember.

Draw a picture that illustrates the story about love that someone told you
today and/or your own story of love. Or if you prefer, write that story
down.

Jot down the words to a song you like that has something to say about what
real love is. If you like singing, sing that song as a prayer.

For Further Study:
Living Out Christ’s Love: Selected Writings of Toyohiko Kagawa,
Keith Beasley-Topliffe, editor. (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).

Then Shall Your Light Rise: Spiritual Formation and Social Witness,
by Joyce Hollyday (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).
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SESSION 4
Who Are Our Neighbors?

e are encouraged to love our neighbors, but who are our neighbors?

Are they the people who live next door? Maybe it’s the people who
live on our block or down the road? Jesus tells a story that reveals an inter-
esting answer to the question of “Who is my neighbor?”

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must | do to
inherit eternal life?” He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read
there?” He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your
neighbor as yourself.” And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do
this, and you will live.” But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is
my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho,
and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away,
leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he
came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan
while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He
went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then
he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The
next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care
of him; and when | come back, | will repay you whatever more you spend.” Which
of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of
the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go
and do likewise.” (Luke 10:25-37)

Jesus redefines the concept of neighbor in this parable. A neighbor isn’t
necessarily someone who lives near you. A neighbor does not have to prac-
tice the same religion you do. Ask yourself, “Who is hurting? Who is in
pain? Who needs a friend? Who feels alone? Who seems to have no one
caring for them?” Your answers help define who your neighbors are. Your
neighbor may live in your own house or be in your cabin group. However,
your neighbor may live halfway around the world. Your neighbor may even
be some other creature or part of nature that is suffering.

Take notice that in the story told in Luke those who were most expected to
be spiritual leaders walked on by the man in need. This story is another
reminder that to truly know love, we must live it. The priests and the reli-
gious teachers intellectually knew what to do, but they didn’t put it into
practice. Perhaps they were afraid that someone might see them. They
might then be associated with the person in need and might get the same
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treatment he got. Perhaps they had really busy schedules and didn’t want
to waste any time. Perhaps they figured it might cost them something to
help. There are lots of reasons to walk by someone who is hurting and in
need. Probably all of us know a few reasons, because we have steered clear
ourselves on occasion. Ironically, the one who has compassion is the
Samaritan, a man from a group of people whom many considered far from
God. Hmmm. You never know who is listening to God’s lead and whom
God is going to partner with to make a difference in the world.

Jesus has a brilliant way of answering questions with questions. The
lawyer wanted him to define who was considered a neighbor. It was as if
he were saying, “Limit the field so I know the few whom I should care
about. Who is my neighbor?” Jesus isn’t interested in setting boundaries.
What does interest him is the heart of a spiritual leader.

Are you willing to be a neighbor? “Which of these three, do you think was
a neighbor to the man ...?” Think about it. “Go and do likewise.”

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Keep your eyes open today for people who may be hurting in some way.
Perhaps you already know who they are. Don’t set any boundaries on your
definition of neighbor. Show people Christian love in some way and watch
what happens.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Explore your own feelings about what happened today as you tried to live

out the spiritual practice of loving your neighbor. Talk with God about it.

For Further Study:
Yours Are the Hands of Christ: The Practice of Faith, by James C. Howell
(Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).

Christian Social Action is a 48-page social issues journal published by the
General Board of Church and Society six times a year. To order, call 202-
488-5621 or 1-800-967-0880.
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SESSION 5
Let Go of Fear

ear holds us back from love. The tighter we cling to our fears, the more

they separate us from God, from others, and from the world around us.
Fear excels at exaggeration, making small issues look huge. Fear paints the
worst possible scenario, then tries to convince us that the scenario is real.
When we are afraid to love, fear has us all to itself. Wise teachers through-
out the centuries urge us to develop the spiritual practice of letting go of
fear. If we place ourselves within the love of God and live in the way of
love, we cannot be permanently harmed even if we suffer—even if we die.
Such trust in God we call faith. This is what the Scripture means by good
news—the gospel!

God is our refuge and strength,
a very present help in trouble.

Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change,
though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;

though its waters roar and foam,
though the mountains tremble with its tumult. (Psalm 46:1-3)

The LorD is my shepherd, | shall not want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures;
he leads me beside still waters;
he restores my soul.
He leads me in right paths
for his name’s sake.
Even though | walk through the darkest valley,
| fear no evil;
for you are with me;
your rod and your staff—
they comfort me.
You prepare a table before me
in the presence of my enemies;
you anoint my head with oil;
my cup overflows.
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me
all the days of my life,
and | shall dwell in the house of the LoRrRD
my whole life long. (Psalm 23)

Perhaps our greatest fear is that of being separated from God, the fear that
God may reject us. Some people still believe that we must somehow prove
ourselves worthy before God will embrace us. A big part of Jesus’ mission
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was to set the record straight. God is always eager to embrace us. We often
won’t embrace God because of our fears and the behaviors that grow out
of those fears. Jesus’ message to us is that we can believe in the love of
God. We can lean on it, trust it, be a part of it. That is why Jesus came: to
eliminate the separation from God that our fears cause.

God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the
world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but
that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. ... So
we have known and believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those
who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has been perfect-
ed among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because
as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts
out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached
perfection in love. We love because he [God] first loved us. (1 John 4:9-19)

Become a part of love because in the end everything else “fades away.”
Faith, hope, and love—not our fears—are real. God makes the first gesture
by reaching out. In Christ, God willingly suffers to get the message across
to us clearly.

Love never ends. ... And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the
greatest of these is love. (1 Corinthians 13:8-13)

The motivation for spiritual leadership is love. It’s not groping for attention
and power because we are afraid we won’t be popular or the center of the
universe. Nor is it endless striving to prove ourselves worthy because we
are afraid God might reject or punish us. Our worthiness comes because
God already loves and cherishes us. Striving for perfection is not about
doing everything right without fail. Instead, it involves our trusting and
participating in God’s love.

When we don’t recognize God and don’t open ourselves to the love avail-
able to us, when we put up barriers, lash out, or hoard in the attempt to pro-
tect ourselves from unreal fears, our lives can become a hell. Perhaps we
carry those natural consequences into the next life and then continue to
learn to let go of them there. Some things we do not fully know. I believe,
however, that the hells we may endure are of our own making or are part
of the fallout caused when others react to their own fears, rather than a hell
that God desires or orchestrates.
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Of course, fear can be good when danger is legitimate. It helps us be aware.
Avoiding harm rings true to the commandment to love ourselves. Only
fools put themselves in harm’s way for no good reason. However, we have
a great propensity for latching on to self-protection based on unmerited
fears that dissuade us from loving God, self, and the rest of creation. There
are times when love truly calls us to suffer for the greater good. That is
when people look for a spiritual leader to inspire them to faith, hope, and
love, even in the tough times.

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Make an honest assessment of your fears. What are your fears? Which of
those fears play on your imagination? Where is love calling you to let go
of a fear in order to do what is spiritually best? How are your fears hinder-
ing you from loving yourself, loving others, and loving God? How might
you be spreading and infecting others with fear?

Notice your thoughts and reactions today. Ask God to help you let go of
fears. Take some risks so that you might love where love is needed.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Think about the fears and love you experience every day. How did the

practice today open your eyes?

For Further Study:
Anchoring Your Well Being: Christian Wholeness in a Fractured World, by
Howard Clinebell (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).

Prayer, Stress, and Our Inner Wounds, by Flora Slosson Wuellner
(Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).
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SESSION 6
Love Your Enemies

Jesus teaches some radical things about love, not the least of which is
recorded in Matthew:

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.’ But | say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,
so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on
the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.
For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax
collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more
are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Be perfect,
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:43-48)

As this teaching makes clear, love is a choice. Jesus calls us to our higher selves
as he urges us to act not out of hatred, but out of love. We may have feelings
of hatred, but such feelings are not to rule us. Jesus affirms that it is possible to
love our enemies, to reach out and do what is spiritually best for them.

Enemies often are those who have caused us or our loved ones to experi-
ence pain or suffering. Sometimes we consider people to be enemies not
out of direct experience with them, but because of rumors or stereotypes
about the group to which they belong. Sometimes enmity is more about us
than the other person. We may not understand certain people, and we may
feel uncomfortable with them. We might be jealous of certain people and
intimidated by others. Some people we may view as strange or weak.
Enmity may arise because we don’t respect what someone has done, we
disagree on an issue, or we just plain don’t like a person for whatever rea-
son. We don’t always use the label enemy even if we treat someone as if he
or she were the enemy.

Enmity might even start because of something we have done. If we feel
shame or embarrassment about something we have done, and if other peo-
ple have observed what we have done, we may try to justify ourselves by
dismissing them and regarding them as less than ourselves. Enemies may
be strangers or may be relatives in our own family. Regardless of the
source of the enmity—from within us or from the other—Jesus relentless-
ly declares that we can still love those we dislike or do not understand.
Again, if there be any perfection to move toward as a spiritual leader, let it
be toward perfection in love as God loves.
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How can we love our enemies when the natural reaction is to strike back
or to reject? Should we just forget and ignore what they have done, even if
they have harmed others? Here, focus is the key. We can decide to focus on
the action of our enemies or on our fear and anger, and we can let our fear
and anger be the principles we live by; or we can work to keep our eye
focused on God. Making the choice to let love be the focus of our lives may
require our own transformation. Loving an enemy can be incredibly diffi-
cult and may take repeated tries and a great deal of seeking God before we
become truly free to do so.

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another
with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be
ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere
in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.
Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those
who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not
be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do
not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all.
If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. ... Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:9-21)

Remember that love means doing what is spiritually best for a person. It is
not spiritually best for someone to continue in destructive patterns or
behaviors. Nor is it spiritually best for us to return evil for evil.
Compassion is what allows us to persevere in loving an enemy. When we
step back to realize that someone’s actions may be due to a lack of love,
due to pain or fearfulness, or even due to a mental illness or chemical
imbalance, we can have compassion. We can move to stop an evil and still
love at the same time. It is not an either/or predicament, as some want to
portray it.

Spiritual leaders must be committed to self-awareness and truth. When we
hate or dislike others, our feelings may reveal more about us than about
them. We may need to seek our own healing from a lack of love, pain, fear-
fulness, or physical ailment that produces negative actions and opinions. We
must seek the truth about the dynamics of situations where enmity arises.

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:
Intentionally do something to love an enemy today, even if that person is
not present where you are right now.
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Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Draw or find pictures that show the results of enmity. Draw or find pictures

that represent love. Look at the differences in the two sets of pictures and
meditate upon those differences.

If you prefer not to incorporate pictures as part of your journaling, then cre-
ate poetry or write prose about the contrast between enmity and love as you
have experienced it.

For Further Study:
More Light, Less Heat: How Dialogue Can Transform Christian Conflicts
Into Growth, by Joseph Phelps (Jossey-Bass, 1998).

JUSTPEACE, Center for Mediation and Conflict Transformation—
WWW.justpeaceumc.org.

The Institute for Peace and Justice—www.ipj-ppj.org.
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SESSION 7
God With Us

an we know God? Can we grow closer to God and learn from God?

Those who have gone before us as spiritual leaders answer these ques-
tions with an emphatic “Yes!” Those who become aware of God’s presence
are those who genuinely seek God. Those who consistently desire and look
for the Lord will not be disappointed. Those who would be spiritual lead-
ers are urged to “Seek the LORD and his strength, seek his [God’s] presence
continually” (1 Chronicles 16:11).

The following promise given to the people of Israel many centuries ago is
also a promise to any who seek God sincerely with all their heart:

For surely | know the plans | have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare
and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and
come and pray to me, | will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me;
if you seek me with all your heart. (Jeremiah 29:11-13)

Jesus echoes this affirmation in Luke:

“So | say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock,
and the door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and every-
one who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.”
(Luke 11:9-10)

The Lord seeks a relationship with us. We aren’t trying to get the attention
of a God who sits far away from us waiting for us to arrive. The Life Giver
wants to be with us and comes to us. In fact, the One we seek never leaves
us, if we have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. Even in our darkest
hours, when we feel most alone, God is there.

O Lorp, you have searched me and known me.
You know when | sit down and when | rise up;
you discern my thoughts from far away.
You search out my path and my lying down,
and are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before a word is on my tongue,
O Lorb, you know it completely.
You hem me in, behind and before,
and lay your hand upon me.
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;
it is so high that | cannot attain it.
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Where can | go from your spirit?

Or where can | flee from your presence?
If | ascend to heaven, you are there;

if | make my bed in Sheol, you are there.
If | take the wings of the morning

and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,

and your right hand shall hold me fast.
If | say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,

and the light around me become night,”
even the darkness is not dark to you;

the night is as bright as the day,

for darkness is as light to you.

How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God!
How vast is the sum of them!
| try to count them—they are more than the sand;
| come to the end—I am still with you. (Psalm 139:1-12, 17-18)

They called Jesus “Emmanuel,” which means “God is with us.” In
Matthew 18:20, Jesus says, “For where two or three are gathered in my
name, [ am there among them.”

How does God come among us? Sometimes we get stuck on wanting the
Creator to be among us in exactly the same way we relate to one another as
human beings. If we don’t see God or hear God speak in a human voice, we
may interpret that to mean that God is not with us or even that God is not
real. God is present, but we often fail to notice because of the limitations we
set on how we meet and experience God. Spiritual leaders can learn to be
more sensitive to the great many possibilities of perceiving God.

God may indeed choose human form to be present with us, as illustrated so
profoundly in the person of Jesus. Divine love can come through a faithful
friend, too. It is vital to remember that God is not bound to our ways of
being present. The Giver of Life may caress you through the warmth of the
sun or whisper peace in a thought. The options available to God to express
love and to be with us go far beyond what we can imagine.

Be open to the myriad avenues in which God may choose to embrace and
guide you. You may have a moment of inspiration or insight—the Spirit
warning you through conscience or intuition that you may be headed for
trouble. God may speak to us through the wisdom of a friend or spiritual
guide, the love of a parent or family, the beauty and healing of nature, or
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the writings of an author speaking the truth. God may speak to us as we
observe someone reaching out in love. God may speak to us in a dream or
vision for a better future, through a tugging at our heart to help a person
in need, through a passage of Scripture that speaks to our current situation,
or through music or art that touches our soul. Listen for God during times
of prayer and meditation, journaling, and discovering grace in the twists
and turns of our experiences. Hardship and suffering can even reveal
God’s abiding support. Spiritual teachers encourage us to practice devel-
oping new eyes and new ears so that we can pay attention to what we
might otherwise overlook.

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Look and listen for God today in new ways. Everywhere you go, seek God.
Ask God to walk with you. Where do you experience morsels of wisdom,
love, goodness, life, and hope today?

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
When, where, or how have you felt or noticed the presence of God?

For Further Study:
Calming the Restless Spirit: A Journey Toward God, by Ben Campbell
Johnson (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).

The Hunger of the Heart: A Workbook, a call to spiritual growth by

Ron DelBene with Mary and Herb Montgomery (Upper Room Books,
1-800-972-0433).
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SESSION 8
Holy Habits

Did you know that spiritual leaders who came before us passed down
“secrets” about how to connect with God? Certain practices turn out
to be especially beneficial. These holy habits are like walking on pathways
where God is often found. If you use them regularly, you are much more
likely to encounter and sense the Spirit of God. They are gifts from God for
those who long to know God more deeply and who desire to lead well.

John Wesley, a remarkable person of faith who founded what would later
become the Methodist denomination, highlights key practices from the
Christian tradition. He calls them “The Means of Grace.” Loosely translat-
ed into modern language, one might refer to them as “A Gift—Ways to
Connect with God.” Wesley encouraged everyone to engage frequently in
a variety of these powerful habits. (Habits are what we do regularly that
shape who we are.)

Wesley’s Means of Grace include:
Avoid doing harm
Do good
Pray
Engage in Christian conversation
Fast
Participate in Holy Communion
Search the Scriptures

In addition to Wesley’s means of grace, other spiritual teachers might add:
Meditate
Worship with others
Be generous
Make faith-full decisions
Retreat into nature
Journal and write letters
Engage with music and the arts
Renew and care for yourself
Provide hospitality and Christian community

Here’s a big hint: These holy habits are not magic. If we engage in these
practices without truly seeking God or trying to grow as loving people, we
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may be wasting time. Put your heart into these habits and they get exciting.
Practice these holy habits and see what happens. As you continue these ses-
sions, you will have a chance to practice each means of grace noted above.

Remember that /eader means “guide.” You want to lead, guide, and show
others a beautiful way of life. But even guides need training and experience.
Why would anyone follow someone who has no training or experience?

The practices listed above are awesome means for gaining essential experi-
ences with God and learning the way of love. For others to respect us enough
to follow us, they need to know that we have walked the paths ourselves.

You may be young or new to spiritual leadership, but don’t put off starting
to learn and gain experience. There is no reason to wait. Don’t underesti-
mate the impact you can have even while you are being shaped by God’s
Spirit. By preparing yourself to lead and actually leading, you can start to
make a difference now. You can learn to lead not only among your peers,
but also among those who are older or in your own family. Timothy was
young, and the apostle Paul encouraged him:

Train yourself in godliness, for, while physical training is of some value, godliness
is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to
come. The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance. For to this end we toil and
struggle, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Savior of
all people, especially of those who believe. These are the things you must insist
on and teach. Let no one despise your youth, but set the believers an example in
speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. ... Put these things into practice,
devote yourself to them, so that all may see your progress. Pay close attention to
yourself and to your teaching; continue in these things, for in doing this you will
save both yourself and your hearers. (1 Timothy 4:7-16)

King David talks of God teaching him when he was young: “O God, from
my youth you have taught me, and I still proclaim your wondrous deeds”
(Psalm 71:17).

Did you know that most experts believe that Mary was just a teenager
when Jesus was born, since in those days girls were betrothed to marry
when they were very young? Imagine it! God trusted this young woman to
raise Jesus—God’s own Son, a child who would have such a huge impact
on the world.
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The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the
Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will
be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also
conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren.
For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant
of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed
from her. (Luke 1:35-38)

Wow! Young leaders have always been important in the church and the
world!

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Talk honestly with God today about your joys in learning how to be a spir-
itual leader. Talk with God about your hesitations about being a spiritual
leader. Ask God to be with you and to help you. What other people do you
consider to be spiritual leaders? What do you learn by observing them?
Pray specifically for those leaders.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
Write a letter to God about how you hope your life will make a difference

in the world.

For Further Study:
Accountable Discipleship: Living in God’s Household, by Steven W.
Manskar (Discipleship Resources, 2000, 1-800-685-4370).

Living Deeply Our New Life in Christ: A Wesleyan Spirituality for Today,
by Jerry L. Mercer (Discipleship Resources, 2000, 1-800-685-4370).

Praying With John Wesley, by David A. deSilva (Discipleship Resources,
2001, 1-800-685-4370).
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SESSION 9
Worship With a Community of Faith

hen we become Christians, we become part of a community estab-

lished by God and Jesus. Church means the assembly or meeting of
those called together by God. True Christian leadership is never solo.
Christianity is not a solitary faith. “God and I” transforms to “God and
we.” Our connection with the Maker of Everything unites us with others.
It’s basic. Whatever distinctions might have separated us before become
unimportant in the face of the all-encompassing love of Christ.

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28)

The Christian community represents one of God’s greatest gifts for a spir-
itual leader. This gathering of people who also desire to know God pro-
vides tremendous support, inspiration, encouragement, and helpful
accountability for living as Christ lived. Some in the early church figured
they didn’t need a community of faith, and they stopped meeting together.
Poor choice!

And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglect-
ing to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another ....
(Hebrews 10:24-25)

Weekly worship is a great practice of meeting together. Take this opportu-
nity to attend worship with new perspectives. Instead of attending worship
just to make others happy, joyfully dedicate this time to God. Instead of
participating because its the expected thing to do and you’d feel guilty if
you didn’t, come to see what God might say to you and to encourage oth-
ers in their ups and downs in the faith. Now that you know what church is
really about, support others through your greetings, actions, and participa-
tion. Give and receive. Participate with your whole heart, mind, and soul.

What happens in community worship? We have an opportunity to honor
God and to increasingly make God the priority in our lives together.

O magnify the LoRrRD with me,
and let us exalt his name together. (Psalm 34:3)
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In worship we have an opportunity to offer more of ourselves to God’s
great movement of love. It is a time to think deeply and to counteract the
messages all around us that urge us to worry almost exclusively about our-
selves and what we want. This constant emphasis on superficial goals and
temporary possessions has a real impact on us. We begin to conform to
these worldly standards if we don’t consciously realize what is happening
and seek the guidance of God’s Spirit. Participating in worship helps
reshape our thinking and renew our minds so that we can pay attention to
what God desires for us and the world around us. During worship, we can
contemplate what really matters, what really lasts.

| appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiri-
tual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renew-
ing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good
and acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:1-2)

Worship provides the opportunity for us to be joyful—to party and sing
because we are alive, we are loved, and we are God’s people. It also gives
us the opportunity to listen for what our Creator might be saying to us these
days.

O come, let us sing to the LoRD;
let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving;
let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise!
For the LorD is a great God,
and a great King above all gods.
In his hand are the depths of the earth;
the heights of the mountains are his also.
The sea is his, for he made it,
and the dry land, which his hands have formed.
O come, let us worship and bow down,
let us kneel before the LorD, our Maker!
For he is our God,
and we are the people of his pasture,
and the sheep of his hand.
O that today you would listen to his voice! (Psalm 95:1-7)

In worship we have a chance to hear, study, and remember all that God has
done in our lives as well as in the lives of others, to affirm that we have a
great future with God, and to say, simply, Thanks!
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Praise the LORD!
I will give thanks to the LorD with my whole heart,
in the company of the upright, in the congregation.
Great are the works of the LoRob,
studied by all who delight in them.
Full of honor and majesty is his work,
and his righteousness endures forever.
He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds;
the LORD is gracious and merciful. (Psalm 111:1-4)

Praise the LORD!
Praise the LorD, O my soul!
| will praise the Lord as long as | live;
| will sing praises to my God all my life long.
Do not put your trust in princes,
in mortals, in whom there is no help.
When their breath departs, they return to the earth;
on that very day their plans perish.
Happy are those whose help is the God of Jacob,
whose hope is in the LorD their God,
who made heaven and earth,
the sea, and all that is in them;
who keeps faith forever;
who executes justice for the oppressed;
who gives food to the hungry.
The LoRD sets the prisoners free;
the LORD opens the eyes of the blind.
The LoRop lifts up those who are bowed down;
the LoRD loves the righteous.
The LorD watches over the strangers;
he upholds the orphan and the widow,
but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin.
The Lorb will reign forever,
your God, O Zion, for all generations.
Praise the LorD! (Psalm 146:1-10)

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:

Participate fully in worship; be actively present with others to honor God.
Pay extra attention to the elements of worship: the words of the songs, the
focus of the Scripture, the point of the preaching, the opportunities for you
to participate and be aware of God. Make a mental note of everything that
might nurture you as a spiritual leader. How can you participate different-
ly so that the flow goes both ways—so that you are both encouraged and
encouraging others through worship?
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Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
If I designed a worship experience, I would ...

For Further Study:

Sacraments and Discipleship: Understanding Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper in a United Methodist Context, by Mark W. Stamm
(Discipleship Resources, 2001, 1-800-685-4370).

Worship Matters, Volume 1: A United Methodist Guide to Ways to Worship,
E. Byron Anderson, editor (Discipleship Resources, 1999, 1-800-685-4370).

Worship Matters, Volume 2: A United Methodist Guide to Worship Work,
E. Byron Anderson, editor (Discipleship Resources, 1999, 1-800-685-4370).
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SESSION 10
Avoid Harm

Like many spiritual practices, this one is affirmed by more than one religion
as a powerful practice. Spiritual mentors from John Wesley to Buddhist
monks declare avoiding harm to be the way of God, a path to wisdom.

The prophet Isaiah had a great vision about God’s desire for us to live in
right relationship by avoiding hurt and destruction, a vision that outlined
where God’s plan for us is ultimately headed. We are called even now to
cooperate with God toward the realization of this vision, even though we
do not know when it will be fully realized. Part of living in the way of God
involves avoiding harm. We can experience in part today what God has in
mind for our ultimate future.

The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze,
their young shall lie down together;
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
They will not hurt or destroy
on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LoRrD
as the waters cover the sea. (Isaiah 11:6-9)

Sometimes Jesus speaks directly to our hearts about the suffering we cause
even when we are sure we must be right. One extreme example of such a
transformation can be seen in Saul, a religious man who terrified people
and killed Christians in the name of God. Jesus helped Saul see the light.
His eyes were opened. It is hard to believe that this man abandoned his per-
secutions to become one of the greatest teachers of God’s love for all peo-
ple. Saul became the apostle Paul, one who no longer inflicted pain but
who willingly suffered for the love of Christ and the love of others.

Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the
Lord, went to the high priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues at
Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged to the Way, men or women, he
might bring them bound to Jerusalem. Now as he was going along and approach-
ing Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. He fell to the
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ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”
He asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are per-
secuting. But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.”
The men who were traveling with him stood speechless because they heard the
voice but saw no one. Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were
open, he could see nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into
Damascus. For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank.

Now there was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias. The Lord said to him in
a vision, “Ananias.” He answered, “Here | am, Lord.” The Lord said to him, “Get
up and go to the street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man
of Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is praying, and he has seen in a vision
a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he might regain
his sight.” But Ananias answered, “Lord, | have heard from many about this man,
how much evil he has done to your saints in Jerusalem; and here he has author-
ity from the chief priests to bind all who invoke your name.” But the Lord said to
him, “Go, for he is an instrument whom | have chosen to bring my name before
Gentiles and kings and before the people of Israel; | myself will show him how
much he must suffer for the sake of my name.” So Ananias went and entered the
house. He laid his hands on Saul and said, “Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who
appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you may regain your sight
and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And immediately something like scales fell from
his eyes, and his sight was restored. Then he got up and was baptized, and after
taking some food, he regained his strength.

For several days he was with the disciples in Damascus, and immediately he
began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is the Son of God.” All
who heard him were amazed and said, “Is not this the man who made havoc in
Jerusalem among those who invoked this name? And has he not come here for
the purpose of bringing them bound before the chief priests?” (Acts 9:1-21)

More than a few people put down Christianity and other religions because
they think religion is just about controlling people by telling them what not
to do. But if God were interested in controlling us, we would be controlled.
We would have absolutely no choice. God is not about control, but love.
The call to avoid harm does not rob us of our freedom. It calls us to free-
dom. It’s our choice.

I am among the first to agree that some Christians and other religious peo-
ple can be overly stringent about certain things, which in itself causes hurt.
However, most people are truly committed to simply avoiding real harm,
either to oneself or to others. Freedom is living in a society with less hurt
and destruction. Demanding a twisted right to harm creates slavery for both
the victimizer and the victims, even if you are only victimizing yourself.
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Yes, the Ten Commandments and other teachings do urge us to avoid behav-
iors and ways of relating that have destructive natural consequences, but is
that really a bad thing? Think about it. Isn’t avoiding harm a way to love?

You shall not murder.

You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not steal.

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s
wife [or husband], ... or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.
(Exodus 20:13-17)

The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall
not steal; You shall not covet”; and any other commandment, are summed up in this
word, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a neighbor [or to
yourself, or to God]; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law. (Romans 13:9-10)

Keep in mind that small steps definitely make a big difference when it
comes to avoiding harm and teaching others to do the same. Merely turn-
ing off a light when you leave the room constitutes avoiding harm to the
earth, since rivers may be dammed or the earth torn up to get coal in order
to produce electricity that was not even necessary. Love the natural world
by avoiding harm to its resources. Love others by avoiding gossip so that
someone’s reputation will not be harmed. Love yourself by avoiding skip-
ping needed meals to keep you free from anorexia, or avoiding getting
drunk so that you can think clearly and stay safe from harm, and so forth.

Spiritual Practice—Living the Lesson:
Avoid harm by being more conscious of your thoughts and actions.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:
List ways you intentionally avoid harm. List other behaviors or reactions

you would like to stop because you realize they cause harm. Write a prayer
about this.

For Further Study:
Prayer, Stress, and Our Inner Wounds, by Flora Slosson Wuellner
(Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).

Release: Healing from Wounds of Family, Church, and Community, by
Flora Slosson Wuellner (Upper Room Books, 1-800-972-0433).
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Finally, all of you, have unity of spirit, sympathy, love for one another, a tender
heart, and a humble mind. Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the
contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called,that you might
inherit a blessing. For eThose who desire life and desire to see good days, let them
keep their tongues from evil and their lips from speaking deceit; let them turn away
from evil and do good:; let them seek peace and pursue it.Z (1 Peter 3:8-11)

No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand,
and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before
others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Maker in
heaven. (Matthew 5:15-16)

Spiritual Practice.Living the Lesson:
Do good today.

Focus for Journaling, Reflection, and Prayer:

Write about a time when you imitated your peers or friends instead of lead-
ing and someone was hurt. Write about another time when you were spiri-
tually mature enough to distinguish good from evil.

For Further Study:
A Ministry of Caring, by Duane A. Ewerdiscipleship Resource4999,
1-800-685-4370).

Yours Are the Hands of Christ: The Practice of Faith, by James C. Howell
(Upper Room Booksl1-800-972-0433).
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