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It is to bind you together in love and to stir your minds, so that your understanding may
come to full development, until you really know God’s secret—the mystery of Christ in
you and among you—in which all the jewels of wisdom and knowledge are hidden
(Colossians 1: 27; 2:2).*

As a people we seemed to be starved for a sense of mystery, for some kind of transcendent
power and meaning that somehow intersects with and enlivens our rather mundane lives. We
gobble up books and videos that promise to reveal the secret for obtaining the truth, love, and
life for which we so yearn.? Another Indiana Jones epic film lures us into a dangerous, yet
thrilling search for the hidden treasure of “The Crystal Skull of Akator.”* The hauntingly
beautiful Crystal Skull, according to ancient legend, contains mystical powers of knowledge,
wisdom, and healing. Once found, one must discover the key to unlock its secrets. So too, it
appears that the purpose of the letter written to the Church at Colossae was to counteract false
teachings perhaps influenced by Platonic philosophy and ascetic practices for reaching
communion with the Divine. Paul prays for them “asking God to fill [them] with the knowledge
of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding” (Colossians1:9).* He then reminds
them that the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations is now disclosed to the
saints. To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this
mystery, which is Christ in you, your hope of glory” (Colossian 1:26-28). The secret in which all
the jewels of wisdom and knowledge of God are hidden has been revealed: it is Christ in us!
Said another way by Eugene Peterson in The Message:

I want you woven into a tapestry of love, in touch with everything there is to know of
God. Then you will have minds confident and at rest, focused on Christ, God's great
mystery. All the richest treasures of wisdom and knowledge are embedded in that
mystery and nowhere else. And we’ve been shown the mystery! I’'m telling you this
because | don’t want anyone leading you off on some wild-goose chase, after other so-
called mysteries, or “the Secret” (Colossians 2-4).”

The fact is, however, many persons who have heard of Christ, including clergy, are searching for
spiritual wisdom and understanding; some leaving the Church to look elsewhere; some exploring
other congregations or denominations; and some staying put—yearning to experience the reality
of Christ’s love for them, in them, and flowing through them in the particular ministries to which
they are called. Likewise, the soul of congregations, wearied by internal conflicts, confusing
messages, and wrenching separations, long for a renewed clarity of vision, sense of purpose, and
vitality of spirit within their communal life and mission in the world. For many persons today, it
is not enough to know about God or about Christ. Rather, many desire “to taste and see the
goodness of the Lord” (Psalms 34:8; 1 Peter 2:3), and to experience “the breadth and the length,
the height and the depth, until, knowing the love of Christ, which is beyond all knowledge, (they)



are filled with the utter fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:16-19). While this inner illumination of
mind and quickening of heart is surely the work of the Holy Spirit as Paul and Calvin remind
us,® the ministry of spiritual direction assists persons in becoming more aware of, attentive to,
and responsive to the presence and action of Christ’s Spirit in the midst of the everyday realities
of their lives and communities of faith. Indeed, theologians, ministers, and laity within the
Reformed tradition are reclaiming the guidance of the Holy Spirit found within their rich heritage
and in various practices by which they engaged in spiritual guidance.” Just as Christian asks
Hopeful in Bunyan’s classic The Pilgrim’s Progress “How stands it between God and your soul
now”® so a spiritual director similarly wonders with individuals, small groups, a congregation:
“What is God up to with you, in your committee, in this congregation?” Trouble is, people have
a very difficult time knowing how to listen to what the Spirit is saying amidst the frantic pace of
family, work, and community responsibilities as well as the constant demands filtering in from
being technologically “wired.” Furthermore, | have noticed that many people have not a clue as
to how to even articulate to themselves, much less reflect on their experience of God’s grace or
“how stands it between God and their soul.” (They are able, however, to articulate somewhat
better about some of the doctrines and creeds of their faith, but not how such intersect and inform
their living.) How then do they learn to develop an interior life, develop a capacity to listen to
the voice of Christ’s Spirit, and to discern how it differs from other voices claiming their loyalty
and obedience, if someone does not assist them in connecting gospel grace to their own
questions, hungers, joys, fears arising out of their lived experience? Those called by God, guided
by the Spirit, and validated by others for the ministry of spiritual guidance can assist others in
bridging the Word and their inner and outer worlds.

Spiritual directors as well as spiritual leaders listen for and seek with others the direction of
Christ’s Spirit for their lives, their ministries, and the congregation’s mission. They help build
bridges among a persons’ experience of Christ in faith, discerning vocation and gifts, and
engaging the Church and world in service. Consequently, spiritual directors bring spiritual
revitalization to congregations by assisting individuals, small groups, committees, and entire
congregations to listen for, reflect upon, and wisely discern what God is already doing in their
midst, noticing what diminishes their responsiveness to God, and what gives them greater energy
in doing the work God calls them to do together.® They become congregational spiritual
companions able to assist others in a variety of formats, or as Celia Allison Hahn puts it, in
“layers of discernment.”*° Congregational spiritual companions work with:

(1) Spiritual formation groups and individuals in helping persons and groups deepen their
relationship and discipleship with Christ through engaging in various ways of praying with the
Bible, spiritual disciplines, and learning how to pay attention to “the mighty gifts with which we
are endowed,” to notice that “indeed, our very being is nothing but subsistence in the one God”
and to reflect on “these benefits shed like dew from heaven upon us, (so that) we are lead as by
rivulets to the spring itself,”* that is, to God who “is the fountain of every good.”*? Then too,
how much more are we to be aware of and grateful for the benefits given to us through the gift of
faith that engrafts us in Christ.™> Such awareness provides a foundation for “equipping the saints
to discern their particular gifts for ministry.”**



(2) Church committees in learning how to listen to what God is doing in their midst and what
kind of response to make through the creation of structures and programs that arise out of this
discernment.

(3) The Session or Pastor-Parish Committee in assuming their roles as deacons and elders,
spiritual leaders, and models within the congregation. Spiritual directors can coach pastors (if so
invited) in ways of conducting session meetings that incorporate elements of discernment, such
as biblical and theological reflection, silent and vocal prayer; ways of helping members to focus
upon their Christian identity and purpose as Session members responsible for making decisions
that affect the well-being of the whole congregation.™

(4) The pastor as spiritual leader facilitating the whole congregation in discernment of its
mission, vision, and core values or regarding an important matter facing the congregation.
Spiritual leaders, according to Henry and Richard Blackaby, “seek to lead God’s way” and “to
move people from where they are to where God wants them to be.”*® Those engaged in spiritual
leadership as well as spiritual direction are obligated by their calling: (a) to be aware of abiding
in and with God, (b) to seek guidance in the Word and from other believers, (c) to pay attention
to how God is moving in the life of persons and the congregation, and, (d) to let go of one’s ego
and agenda in order to be courageously obedient to God in order that both they and others they
accompany including the congregation can accomplish together the work to which God calls
them, thereby participating in Christ’s redemptive work in the world. And, because a spiritual
leader cannot guide members of a congregation deeper than where they themselves have gone in
the Christian life, it is their responsibility to seek out ways in which to nourish their own spiritual
growth and be willingly held accountable for their own spiritual practices and leadership, most
likely by someone whom they trust to be a Spirit-led person and a capable spiritual guide or
mentor in addition to accountability structures laid down in the denomination’s polity.

As persons, groups, and congregations commit themselves to listen to, discern, and respond to
the Word as it addresses them in the concrete realities of their lives and faith communities, they
begin to notice a growing inner vitality of spirit within them activated by the Holy Spirit.
According to Marjorie Thompson, growth in the spiritual life “is simply the increasing vitality
and sway of God’s Spirit in us. It is a magnificent choreography of the Holy Spirit in the human
spirit, moving us toward communion with both Creator and creation.” Indeed, the dynamism of
Christ’s Spirit at work in us and through us energizes and revitalizes our lives and congregations
drawing us “Into another intensity/ For a further union, a deeper communion... Requiring a
condition of complete simplicity/ Costing not less than everything.”'’ At some point in our
Christian journey, the sanctifying power of Christ’s Spirit at work in us may empower us to
sincerely say with Paul, “All I want is to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and to
share in his sufferings by reproducing the pattern of his death” (Philippines 3:10). This power,
given to us, the gift of the Holy Spirit illuminating our minds and enflaming our hearts—the gift
of faith—is the key that unlocks the treasure we have in Christ. “Glory be to God whose power,
working is us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine; glory be to God from
generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus, forever. Amen” (Ephesians 3:20-21).
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