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DISCIPLINED SPIRITUALITY 
The spiritual disciplines in history and in our culture 
 
Homework: 
At the end of our last class I asked everyone to practice the discipline of confession: 
 
What did you learn from your practice of confession? What struggles 

or successes did it present to you? 
 
 
The New Testament speaks about the transformation God expects from His people - He expects 
them to be transformed into Christlike people (Romans 12:1-2; 8:29; Colossians 1:28; 2 
Corinthians 5:14-15; Galatians 2:20; 3:27-28; Ephesians 4:15-16; Philippians 2:3-8).  The central 
claim of this class is that Jesus knew best how to live and that we can become like him by 
following his overall style of living. Such things, therefore, as solitude and silence, prayer, 
simple and sacrificial living, intense study and meditation upon God’s Word and God’s ways, 
and service to others that characterized Jesus’ life must come to characterize our lives too. This 
class uses Dallas Willard’s book The Spirit of the Disciplines1 to help us explore those practices, 
often called the spiritual disciplines, and encourage our practice of them as a way of helping us 
become transformed people. 
 

A brief history (of sorts) of the spiritual disciplines 
• We have been studying the spiritual disciplines, practices intended to help one develop 

their spirituality through the training of their body and mind.  While it might seem that such 
activities would naturally be practiced by Christians, many Christians do not regularly 
practice, or even talk about, the spiritual disciplines.   

• The disconnect between the purpose of the disciplines and their place among Christians 
today raises a question - why do so few people practice them?  We will therefore consider 
three factors influencing the place of the disciplines in our society.  

o The first influence comes from our society’s definition of “the good life”. 
§ Our contemporary western culture builds on the belief that everyone has the 

right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”, one of the inalienable 
rights guaranteed to us in our nation’s Declaration of Independence. That 
right usually focuses on pursuing happiness in all ways possible, on feeling 
good and leading a ‘productive and successful life’, which most often 
expresses itself in terms of self-contentment and material well-being.  

 
1 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding how God changes lives, HarperCollins, 1988. 
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§ Because our society defines “the good life” in terms of freedom and 
happiness, people commonly assume something is wrong when one does 
not fully exercise or enjoy that right. 

§ Jesus’ discipleship requirements – “hate…his own life” and “renounce all that 
he has”2 (Luke 14:25-35) – work against those assumptions and consequently 
appear incompressible, even dangerous, to many people. 

§ If one accepts our society’s definition of “the good life”, then not only will 
they struggle with Jesus’ discipleship requirements, they will also struggle to 
see the need to pursue the spiritual disciplines that work towards the goal of 
realizing those requirements.  

§ That struggle can be seen in the Eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher 
David Hume. The following quote from Hume reveals how his secularist 
assumptions about “the good life” drove his negative attitude toward the 
spiritual disciplines: 
 

“Celibacy, fasting, penance, mortification, self-denial, humility, silence, solitude, 
and the whole train of monkish virtues:—for what reason are they everywhere 

rejected by men of sense, but because they serve to no manner of purpose; neither 
advance a man’s fortune in the world, nor render him a more valuable member of 

society; neither qualify him for the entertainment of company, nor increase his 
power of self-enjoyment?”3 

o While secular cultural influences work to diminish peoples’ interest in the spiritual 
disciplines, misunderstandings of the Bible’s teachings offer another influence 
complicating peoples’ thoughts about them. 

§ Passages like 1 Samuel 15:22, Isaiah 1:10-15, Micah 6:6-8, Amos 5:21-24, 
John 4:20-24, and 1 Corinthians 13:1-3 give the impression that God’s 
interest does not lie in one’s religious activity but only in one’s heart.  

§ While God’s message focuses first on the heart, that heart focus must result 
in the proper actions expected by God (cf. Matthew 23:23; John 14:15).   

§ Unfortunately, the emphasis upon one’s heart partners with our society’s 
relativistic approach to truth to help foster an environment where only one’s 
heart, not one’s activities, matter; tolerance rather than faithfulness has 
become the hallmark of ‘good’ Christians. 

o A third factor influencing attitudes towards the disciplines comes from the history of 
the disciplines themselves, which often raises negative connotations associated with 
punishment and pain. 

§ Misunderstandings about the nature of sin and the human body helped give 
rise to the monastic movements that began as early as the fourth century AD 
and continued through the ninth century and that witnessed people 

 
2 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, Crossway, 2016) 
unless otherwise noted. 
3 Willard, p.132. 
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performing extreme acts of bodily mortification in an effort to reject the evils 
of the world and to display their devotion to God.  Consider, for example, 
one well known example that Willard mentions in his book: “Simeon Stylites 
(A.D. 309–459), for instance, built a column six feet high in the Syrian desert 
and lived on it for some time. But he soon grew ashamed of its small height 
and found one sixty feet high, three feet across, with a railing to prevent him 
from falling off in his sleep.  On this perch Simeon lived uninterruptedly for 
thirty years, exposed to rain and sun and cold. A ladder enabled disciples to 
take him food and remove his waste. He bound himself to the pillar by a rope; 
the rope became embedded in his flesh, which putrefied around it, and stank, 
and teemed with worms. Simeon picked up the worms that fell from his 
sores, and replaced them there, saying to them, “Eat what God has given 
you.”4 

§ Obviously, such extreme practices went too far and offered a twisted sense 
of self-righteousness.  Practices like that were part of the motivations behind 
the protestant reformation that, through the influence of people like Martin 
Luther, placed emphasis on God’s grace and one’s faith rather than works 
that earned salvation.  

§ Influential reformers that followed Luther further removed any emphasis on 
spiritual disciplines like John Calvin (whose writings lead to the association of 
“discipline” with a church’s efforts to keep its members in line) or the 
Methodists (whose book “the disciplines” lists their essential beliefs and 
practices).  Those emphases of the early reformers gave the impression that 
things like teaching the gospel, attending worship, and participating in 
communion were the only truly essential things for the formation of a 
spiritual life. 

§ The move away from spiritual disciplines further developed in Baptist and 
Pentecostal groups, diminishing communion’s place and even the place of 
doctrinal purity and thereby effectively reducing spirituality to attendance to 
a church service for a few hours a month. 

 

Insights from Jesus’ example 
• Without question, Jesus was a master of spiritual living, which involved his practice of the 

spiritual disciplines (cf. Matthew 4:2; Luke 5:16; 6:12). 
• But, while he practiced the disciplines, the gospels reveal that he did not devote great and 

extensive time to practicing them (cf. Matthew 11:19).  He instead needed little practice to 
maintain a full spiritual life. 

• Jesus’ life thus reveal a crucial point - the activities constituting the disciplines have no 
value in themselves.  

 
4 Willard, p.142. 
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o The goal of spiritual living does not center on practicing the disciplines but instead 
focuses on using them as a means to enjoy the right relationship with God and 
people in one’s daily life (cf. Matthew 22:34-40).   

o The spiritual person is not the one who engages in lots of disciplines, but instead is 
one who uses them to strengthen areas of spiritual weakness and provide the focus 
they need to pursue the life God desires (cf. Matthew 27:36-44). 

o Consequently, one cannot assess the value of a discipline merely on the action itself; 
it has to be evaluated in connection to the heart of the practitioner (1 Corinthians 
13:3). 

• The spiritual disciplines thus train us to see and desire God’s will and work to strengthen 
our resolve to do His will regardless of time, place, and consequence (cf. Matthew 27:36-
44); their goal consequently focuses on transformation in real, discernible ways that goes 
far beyond our religious culture’s emphasis internal feelings, ideas, beliefs, and intentions. 

 
 
Practicing the spiritual disciplines – slowing 
A key part of a practical theology that results in people following Jesus involves, not just the 
mind, but also the body.  Such a practical theology will help us effectively “offer our bodies as 
living sacrifices, holy and acceptable unto God” by showing us how our “spiritual worship” 
cannot be separated from the offering our bodies in specific physical ways (Romans 12:1-2) 
 
Our exploration of the spiritual disciples this quarter will offer us insights into how we can 
intentionally use our bodies in ways that will further our discipleship to Jesus.  This next week 
devote yourself to practicing the following spiritual discipline – slowing  

• We have had a strange and unique experience over the past two months – efforts to 
stop the spread of the coronavirus have forced many of us to slow down. 

• Closed businesses, postponed activities, cancelled academic and sports programs have 
given back to us time we previously dedicated to those things.  

• Now, as we begin to move towards the resumption of those activities, we face a 
decision – will we return to our previously full schedules? 

• The discipline of slowing encourages us to intentionally create time in our day to stop 
and concentrate on the people and events surrounding us. It seeks to help us be “in the 
moment” rather than thinking about all of the other things we have to, or want to, do.  

• Read over the handout “SLOWING” and dedicate time in the coming week to 
intentionally slowing down for the purpose of being more present in the lives of others 
and for the purpose of being more present in your relationship with God. 


