BCM Bible Study – Feb 8-9, 2012

Basic Spiritual Disciplines: Prayer and Fasting

Introduction

· How did you experience God this past week as you focused on the disciplines of study and memorization of God's word?

Prayer

Have people read the following quotes about prayer aloud to the group. Maybe ask them to read it once, give people 10 seconds to think, then read it again. After each one, ask people for their response: What do they agree with, disagree with? How would they like to grow in this aspect of prayer?

· “To pray is to descend with the mind into the heart, and there stand before the face of the Lord, ever-present, all seeing, within you.” - Theophan the Recluse

· How much of your prayer feels like a face-to-face relational encounter with God?

· The movement from illusion to prayer is “the most basic movement of the spiritual life.” “It is only in the lasting effort to unmask the illusions of our existence that a real spiritual life is possible.” - Henri Nouwen

· What “illusions of our existence” might a life of prayer unmask?

· “To pray is to change.  Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us.  If we are unwilling to change, we will abandon prayer as a noticeable characteristic of our lives … How often we fashion cloaks of evasion in order to elude our Eternal Lover. But when we pray, God slowly and graciously reveals to us our evasive actions and sets us free from them.” - Richard Foster

· How has prayer changed and transformed you?

· How do you define prayer?

· What role has prayer played in your spiritual life?

· If you stopped praying, what impact would it have on your life?

Read Matthew 6:5-15.

· Which parts of Jesus' teaching about prayer are in line with your personal prayer life?  Which parts challenge you to grow?

Read Matthew 9:38; 14:23; 19:13; 26:41.

· In what different circumstances do we see Jesus pray in these verses?

· In what circumstances are you faithful in prayer?  In which do you struggle to pray?

The disciplines of prayer help us to grow in our prayer life.  Depth and endurance in prayer come over a long life of practice and stretching.  Like Darrell reminded us, “Spiritual Disciplines are more about the marathon than the sprint.  They are about nurturing the soul for the long haul and growing in depth.  You cannot microwave depth!”

· How would you evaluate your prayer life right now?

· When are you discouraged with your prayer life? Are you encouraged by the hope of growth in intimacy with God through prayer in the long haul of your life?

· In what ways might your concept of prayer need to be stretched for you to grow?

Fasting

Definitions:

“Throughout Scripture fasting refers to abstaining from food for spiritual purposes.”


Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline

“A fast is the self-denial of normal necessities in order to intentionally attend to God in prayer. Fasting is not a magical way to manipulate God into doing our will; it's not a way to get God to be an accomplice to our plans. Neither is fasting a spiritual way to lose weight or control others. Fasting clears us out and opens us up to intentionally seeking God's will and grace in a way that goes beyond normal habits of worship and prayer.”


Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook

· Do you know many people who regularly fast? Why do you think the practice is not as widespread today as it was in the early centuries of Christianity?

· What is your experience (if any) with fasting? This could be fasting from food or other forms of self-denial.

· What is your attitude toward fasting or self-denial?

· How does the practice of fasting connect with the practice of prayer?

Read Matthew 6:16-18.

· What do we learn about fasting from Jesus' teaching here?

As we've been doing, we will pick one or two exercises to stretch us in our practice of prayer and fasting this week. Choose one that will be a little bit uncomfortable to you – don't choose one you're already doing. Examine yourself to see where you meet God in the midst of these exercises.

Prayer Exercises

· “In addition to your normal time of prayer, establish one new time of prayer during the day. Set a timer or your computer to remind you to stop for one to fifteen minutes to pray. After one week, consider what this has been like for you.” (Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, 225)

· “Pay attention to the moments when people come to mind. Sometimes they come to you out of the blue. As a person comes to mind, offer him or her up to the Lord. If you have the leisure, turn to God and ask him, 'What is your prayer for this person?' Listen and pray.” (Calhoun, Handbook, 234)

· “We often associate prayer with the words we say. Contemplative prayer is a way of being with God that does not depend on giving the holy One information about what we would like done in the world. Settle into a time of quietness with God (if it is hard for you to sit still in God's presence, go for a walk). Say to God, 'Here I am. I am with you.' Be with God. Welcome him with open arms. Be in the moment without controlling or influencing it. Give God the gift of your love and presence. Do not strive. There is nothing to achieve. Be with God in loving attentiveness. Leave his presence gently when you sense you must go.” (Calhoun, Handbook, 213).

Fasting Exercises

· “As with all the Disciplines, a progression should be observed; it is wise to learn to walk well before we try to run. Begin with a partial fast of twenty-four hours' duration; many have found lunch to lunch to be the best time. This means that you would not eat two meals. Fresh fruit juices are excellent to drink during the fast. Attempt this once a week for several weeks. In the beginning you will be fascinated with the physical aspects of your experience, but the most important thing to monitor is the inner attitude of your heart. Outwardly you will be performing the regular duties of your day, but inwardly you will be in prayer and adoration, song, and worship. In a new way, cause every task of the day to be a sacred ministry to the Lord.” (Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 57)

· Or, attempt a normal, 24-hour fast: “Drink only water, but use only healthy amounts of it. You will probably feel some hunger pangs or discomfort before the time is up. That is not real hunger; your stomach has been trained through years of conditioning to give signals of hunger at certain hours. In many ways the stomach is like a spoiled child, and a spoiled child does not need indulgence, but needs discipline. Ignore the signals, even tell your 'spoiled child' to calm down, and in a brief time the hunger pangs will pass. If not, sip another glass of water and the stomach will be satisfied. You are to be the master of your stomach, not its slave. If obligations permit it, devote the time you would normally use for eating to meditation and prayer.” (Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 57)

· “For a period of one week, fast from media, sports, shopping, reading, or use of the computer. Dedicate the time you now have to God. What feelings arise in you? What thoughts interrupt your prayer?” (Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, 221)

Resources:

Feel free to stop by the BCM to read from these books if you want some more detailed information on these, or other, prayer and fasting exercises.

· Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline.

· Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook.

· Henri Nouwen, Reaching Out.

