Spiritual Retreat #6
Part 1

Spiritual Reading

We are going to practise a form of devotional reading of scripture called lectio-divina on this passage:

"Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? 
Come to me. Get away with me and you'll recover your life. 
I'll show you how to take a real rest. 
Walk with me and work with me--watch how I do it. 
Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. 
I won't lay anything heavy or ill-fitting on you. 
Keep company with me and you'll learn to live freely and lightly."
Matthew 11:28-30

1. Read
Read the scripture passage slowly. Watch for a key phrase or word that jumps out at you or promises to have special meaning for you. It is better to dwell profoundly on one word or phrase than to skim the surface of several chapters. Write the word or phrase down in this space.
2. Reflect
Reflect on a word or phrase. Let the special word or phrase that you discovered in the first phase sink into your heart. Bring mind, will and emotions to the task. Be like Mary, Jesus' mother, who heard of the angel's announcement and "treasured" and "pondered" what she had heard (Luke 2:19). Write down any thoughts you have in this space.
3. Respond
Respond to what you have read. Form a prayer that expresses your response to the idea, then "pray it back to God." What you have read is woven through what you tell God. You might like to write the prayer out in this space.
4. Rest
Rest in God's word. Let the text soak into your deepest being, savouring an encounter with God and truth. When ready, move toward the moment in which you ask God to show you how to live out what you have experienced. You can write down some thought for the way ahead in this space.
Part 2
Overwhelmed by Ourselves
Reading
I can anticipate the response that is coming: "I know that all God's commands are spiritual, but I'm not. Isn't this also your experience?" Yes. I'm full of myself--after all, I've spent a long time in sin's prison. 

What I don't understand about myself is that I decide one way, but then I act another, doing things I absolutely despise. So if I can't be trusted to figure out what is best for myself and then do it, it becomes obvious that God's command is necessary. But I need something more! For if I know the law but still can't keep it, and if the power of sin within me keeps sabotaging my best intentions, I obviously need help! I realize that I don't have what it takes. I can will it, but I can't do it. I decide to do good, but I don't really do it; I decide not to do bad, but then I do it anyway. My decisions, such as they are, don't result in actions. Something has gone wrong deep within me and gets the better of me every time. It happens so regularly that it's predictable. The moment I decide to do good, sin is there to trip me up. I truly delight in God's commands, but it's pretty obvious that not all of me joins in that delight. Parts of me covertly rebel, and just when I least expect it, they take charge. I've tried everything and nothing helps. I'm at the end of my rope. Is there no one who can do anything for me? Isn't that the real question? The answer, thank God, is that Jesus Christ can and does. He acted to set things right in this life of contradictions where I want to serve God with all my heart and mind, but am pulled by the influence of sin to do something totally different. (Romans 7:14-25)
 
Review the last day, week, month or even year. How have you been overwhelmed by the challenges that Paul speaks about in this passage?

Christ the Light of the world has come to dispel the darkness of our hearts. In his light let us examine ourselves and confess our sins.
Spend some time examining your life to discover those things that you have done that you did not want to do. Journal slowly and prayerfully through the questions.

 

Examination of our Lives
 

1. I am the Lord your God: you shall have no other gods before me. 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all our soul, all your mind and all your strength.”

* Has my love for God wavered lately? Why?

* Are there things or people that have become gods in my life?

2. You shall not make for yourself any idol. 

“God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”

* Have I put anyone or anything in the place of God?

* Have I made an idol of money, success, technique, the praise of others, food, drink, etc.?

* Have I tried to manipulate God rather than live responsively to him?

3. You shall not dishonour the name of the Lord your God. 

“You shall worship him with awe and reverence.”

* Have I been overly familiar, superficial or sentimental in my life with God?

* Have I been unwilling to suffer in order to identify with or defend the name of God?

* Have I been hypocritical - living the form of righteousness but denying its power?

4. Remember the Sabbath and keep it holy. 

“Christ has risen from the dead; set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on the earth.”

* Do I have a day each week for prayer, worship, rest and play?

* Do I do unnecessary work, business or activity on my day of rest?

* Can I cease work believing that God is in control?

5. Honour your father and mother. 

“Live as servants of God; honour and love all people.”

* Have I failed to do my duty to my parents and my entire family?

* Have I done anything to dishonour, offend or exploit my parents or family?

6. You shall not commit murder. 

“Be reconciled to your brother and sister; overcome evil with good.”

* Have I failed to show respect for and do all that I can to protect all life?

* Have I had murderous thoughts about others?

* Have I failed to seek reconciliation?

7. You shall not commit adultery.

“Know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit.” 

* Have I indulged in any kind of inappropriate sexual thoughts or acts?

* Have I done anything to offend, abuse, manipulate or slander the opposite sex?

* Do I relate to stereotypes of the opposite sex, rather that to the person?

8. You shall not steal.

“Be honest in all that you do, and care for those in need.”

* Have I been dishonest in any respect in my personal or work life?

* Have I been silent when others were dishonest?

* Have I stolen goods or reputation from others? 

* Have I failed to work for the justice and peace of others?

9. You shall not bear false witness. 
“Let everyone speak the truth in love.”

* Have I told lies?

* Have I failed to speak out when I knew that others were lying?

* Have I misled others by my silence?

10. You shall not covet anything which belongs to your neighbour. 
“It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 

* Have I envied the good fortune of others - their reputation, accomplishments or material gain?

* Have I been greedy, materialistic or selfish?

* Have I been too proud of my appearance or possessions?

* Have I failed to give generously to others materially, emotionally, spiritually, or with time?

Examination of Our Relationships and Desires

 

Of all the sources of being overwhelmed in our lives - people and relationships are the most intense – as they are ever present and the most significant.

 

1. How have you been overwhelmed by people in your life over the last few months?

How have you responded to these feelings? 

What do you regret or what would you like to do differently? 

 

Think of your emotional responses -- when have you felt: Rage? Jealousy? Rivalry? Cynicism? Suspicion? Fear? Hatred? Pride? Hurt? Concern? Disappointment? 

 

What do your responses tell you about the situation? How have they shaped your life? What do they tell you about who you are, where you need forgiveness and where you need healing? Is there some action you need to take?

2. What compulsive desires have overwhelmed you of late? Selfish ambitions? Motivations? Sexual desire? Eating? Drinking? Security? Money? Status?

 

What do you find yourself dreaming of -- both day and night dreams?

 

How are these desires shaping you in ways that are not healthy -- in sinful ways? 

What do they tell you about who you are, where you need forgiveness and where you need healing?

 

What is the state of your desire for God? Do you desire Him? Do you desire to desire Him? 

What “Holy Desire” do you need and want more of?

The more a sinner’s heart is consumed by the fire of love, the more fully is the rust of sin consumed. … The pleasure of the spirit increases our inner longing even while it satisfies us, since the more we savor it, the more we perceive that there is something more to long for. Gregory the Great 

Prayer of Confession
 

Almighty and most merciful Father,
We have wandered and strayed from your ways like lost sheep.

We have followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts.

We have offended against your holy laws.

We have left undone those things that we ought to have done;

We have done those things that we ought not to have done; 
And there is no health in us.

But you, O Lord, have mercy upon us in our need.

Spare those who confess their faults.

Restore those who are penitent,

According to your promises declared to mankind in Christ Jesus our Lord.

And grant, O most merciful Father, for his sake,

That from this time we may live a disciplined, righteous and godly life,

To the glory of your holy name. Amen.
 

Read and Rest in the Following Scriptures
GOD, you smiled on your good earth! You brought good times back to Jacob!

You lifted the cloud of guilt from your people, you put their sins far out of sight.

You took back your sin-provoked threats, you cooled your hot, righteous anger.

Help us again, God of our help; don't hold a grudge against us forever.

You aren't going to keep this up, are you? scowling and angry, year after year?

Why not help us make a fresh start--a resurrection life? Then your people will laugh and sing!

Show us how much you love us, GOD! Give us the salvation we need!

I can't wait to hear what he'll say. GOD's about to pronounce his people well,
The holy people he loves so much, so they'll never again live like fools.

See how close his salvation is to those who fear him? Our country is home base for Glory!

Love and Truth meet in the street, Right Living and Whole Living embrace and kiss!

Truth sprouts green from the ground, Right Living pours down from the skies!

Oh yes! GOD gives Goodness and Beauty; our land responds with Bounty and Blessing.

Right Living strides out before him, and clears a path for his passage.
Psalm 85

Reflection
 

Our greatness and wretchedness are so evident that the true religion must necessarily teach us that there is in us some great principle of greatness and some great principle of wretchedness. It must also account for such amazing contradictions. To make us happy it must show us that a God exists whom we are bound to love; that our only true bliss is to be in him, and our sole ill to be cut off from him. It must acknowledge that we are full of darkness which prevents us from knowing him, and so, with our duty obliging us to love God and our sin leading us astray, we are fully unrighteous. It must account to us for the way in which we thus go against God and our own good. It must teach us the cure for our helplessness and the means for obtaining the cure. Blaise Pascal

Part 3
Being Shaped for Life and Ministry
From the River to the Desert to Ministry 

 

The River:
 

After all the people were baptized, Jesus was baptized. As he was praying, the sky opened up and the Holy Spirit, like a dove descending, came down on him. And along with the Spirit, a voice: "You are my Son, chosen and marked by my love, pride of my life." (Luke 3:21-22)
 

What do you think this experience meant for Jesus and his life and ministry? How would it have shaped and prepared him?

 

 

 

 

What is the soil that the roots of your life and ministry are drawing strength and nourishment from? What are the foundations that sustain the weight of your life and ministry and keep you standing firm?

 

 

 

The Desert:

 

Now Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the wild. For forty wilderness days and nights he was tested by the Devil. He ate nothing during those days, and when the time was up he was hungry. The Devil, playing on his hunger, gave the first test: "Since you're God's Son, command this stone to turn into a loaf of bread." Jesus answered by quoting Deuteronomy: "It takes more than bread to really live." For the second test he led him up and spread out all the kingdoms of the earth on display at once. Then the Devil said, "They're yours in all their splendor to serve your pleasure. I'm in charge of them all and can turn them over to whomever I wish. Worship me and they're yours, the whole works." Jesus refused, again backing his refusal with Deuteronomy: "Worship the Lord your God and only the Lord your God. Serve him with absolute single-heartedness." For the third test the Devil took him to Jerusalem and put him on top of the Temple. He said, "If you are God's Son, jump. It's written, isn't it, that 'he has placed you in the care of angels to protect you; they will catch you; you won't so much as stub your toe on a stone'?" "Yes," said Jesus, "and it's also written, 'Don't you dare tempt the Lord your God.'" That completed the testing. The Devil retreated temporarily, lying in wait for another opportunity. (Luke 4:1-13)
 

Why was it necessary for Jesus to go through this experience, at this time in his life and ministry?

 

 

What was at stake for him as he went through this testing and shaping time? What questions and issues of his own heart did he face?

 

 

 

 

How would being alone, in a desert place, for forty days work on him and his choices?

 

What shaped the ultimate life setting choices that he made? What connection do you see between his choices and the experience at the river?

How was Jesus “led by the Spirit in the wilderness?” 
What might he have learned about being led by the Spirit for what was ahead?

How would you say that this experience shaped him for all that was ahead?

How was he tried and tested? 
How was he discipled and formed? 
How was he sustained and guided?

What experiences have you gone through like this one, as God shaped your for ministry in His Kingdom?

What are some deep issues and choices of your own heart that you must face as you live and serve God?

How have you learned to be “led by the Spirit” in the testing times of your life and ministry?

 

The Ministry:
 

Jesus returned to Galilee powerful in the Spirit. News that he was back spread through the countryside. He taught in their meeting places to everyone's acclaim and pleasure.  (Luke 4:14-15)

Jesus now begins his public ministry, marked by the Spirit’s power in his words and deeds, which will bring him recognition and praise, and stimulate and focus even more the hopes and expectations of God’s hurting and subjugated people. 
How has he been shaped and prepared for all this will demand of him?
Where do you find you need God’s power in your own life and ministry? 
What opportunities and problems do the blessing of God and the expectations and praise of others create for you?

 

 

 

 

 

Following Jesus into Solitude and Communion with his Father
 

One of the most striking practices of Jesus, which his disciples have followed through the centuries, was his choice to go apart, into solitary places, to be alone with his heavenly Father. He did his Father’s will and work, speaking his words and doing his deeds, and persevered through all temptations to go his own way or follow other options, until he finished his mission on the cross. He was able to do this because he took time to be renewed, directed and empowered in communion with his heavenly Father. Simply put, his public ministry was rooted in, directed and sustained by his private life with his Father in the Spirit. This pattern and practice is one we need to learn and do if we, too, want to do our Father’s will, resist the temptations along the way and finish our course well.

 

“Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.” (Luke 4:1-13) Where had Jesus learned this secret of a sustained God-pleasing and God-glorifying life and ministry? Surely, in the prolonged time in the desert, alone with himself and God, facing the temptations that reached deeply into his own soul, and learning to draw on the resources of God’s presence, his Word and his Spirit. He was led more deeply into what he had heard and experienced at his baptism in water and the Spirit: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3:21-22) He learned to listen to His Father’s voice in the depths of his soul and in Scripture. The forty days in the desert not only set the course of his life and ministry, but also taught him to open himself deeply to his Father by making space and time to do so. He frequently practiced what he had learned in the desert experience.

 

In this time set aside to be alone with Jesus, it can be helpful to look at some of the occasions where he saw the need to withdraw into solitude for a lengthy period of time. 
What were the needs that he took into those times?
 

“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” Jesus needed the refreshment of time with his Father after an intense evening of healing many, before leaving for a new itinerant preaching tour. (Mark 1:32-39) 
 

What weariness and need of refreshment do you bring to this time?

 

“When Jesus heard what had happened, he withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place . . . After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone.” After the news of the humiliating death of his cousin and God’s servant, John the Baptist, and knowing that he was walking in the same path, he took his sorrow and deep emotions into the solitary place with his Father. He was interrupted by the crowds that followed him, but after teaching and feeding them, he persisted in getting alone, up on a mountain. (Matthew 14:13,23)

 

What sorrows or losses or dark clouds ahead might you be bringing to this time?

 
“Yet the news about him spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to hear him and to be healed of their sicknesses. But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.” Jesus’ success drew more and more people to him, clamoring for help and filling all of his personal space. As ministry demands grew, so did his practice of withdrawing to lonely places and praying. What overload, fatigue and temptations he must have taken into those times alone with his Father. Yet he returned ready and able to continue his ministry. (Luke 5:15-16)

 

What pressures of ministry and struggles of your own humanity, do you bring to this time alone?

 

“One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the whole night praying to God.” At a critical juncture, when opposition to him had increased in intensity, he saw the time had come to invest himself in others and prepare them to carry on his mission. At this juncture, he went alone to be with his Father. And returned ready to take the next step. (Luke 6:11-13)

 

What are the circumstances that are pressing on you to make a crucial decision or take a new course in your life and ministry?

 

 

“After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, `Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.’ Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself.” At the height of his popularity, when people longed for strong leadership and decisive action from him, to the point of proclaiming him their King, Jesus withdrew from them, to be alone, in order to be able to resist their hopes and remain on the path the Father set before him. (John 6:14,15)

 

What are the “opportunities” you need to turn your back on or the pressures from others’ hopes and expectations that you need to walk away from?

 

“About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. As he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightening.” Jesus has come to a turning point in his life and ministry. He has shared with his closest disciples that his road will not end in triumph and celebration, but in rejection, suffering and death. He now must go to Jerusalem, where all this will happen. He soon will need to “resolutely set out for Jerusalem.” As the cross looms over him and confronts him in his deep self-awareness, he knows he needs the strengthening, renewing energy in his whole being that comes from being alone with His Father. He once again goes up onto a mountain, but this time, takes three with him to share this experience and take it into their memory. (Luke 9:28-36, 51)

 

What are some pathways or tasks that stand before you and make you aware of your own need of strength, affirmation and grace for the journey?

 

“Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed him. On reaching the place, he said to them, `Pray that you will not fall into temptation.’ He withdrew about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, `Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” Now the final hour has come; the cross awaits him, preceded by betrayal, mock trials, public humiliation, cruelty and suffering, abandonment by his closest followers, and the cup the Father will give him, of the world’s sin and darkness. Yet even now, Jesus must embrace this final step of obedience. His humanity shrinks back, he feels his own weakness, and once again seeks the Father’s presence, in company of three close followers, to receive guidance and strength to obey in the face of his own fears and resistance. (Luke 22:39-46)

Pour out your heart to him, and wait on him and receive from him. Perhaps you might want to put in writing your prayer to him as you come before him with your own needs and desires.

