
	

The Spirit of the Lord is Upon Me: Spiritual Formation 
“The basic blueprint – spiritual formation, community, compassionate ministry and action – is 

true to the vision of Christ.” – Steve Veazey, A Time to Act! 

 
Terms Defined  
Spirituality	
Spirituality is simply the capacity for a spiritual life – the universal human capacity to receive, reflect, 

and respond to the Spirit of God.  Spirituality is our capacity to be in relationship with God.  We cannot 

escape our identity as spiritual beings.  We can, however, ignore or rebel against the reality that God is 

the source of our life and breath.  God constantly seeks relationship with us.  We are the ones who 

choose when and how we wake up to our spiritual identity and respond to God’s persistent presence.  

Spirituality explores and nurtures our deep, inherent connection with God.  (Shaped by the Spirit, 

adapted) 

 

Spiritual	Formation	
Spiritual formation is the intentional process of growing into our fuller, truer selves as beloved children 

of God.  It is the process of yielding our lives to be shaped by the Spirit.  It is an intentional placing of the 

self in the presence of God to be seen, loved, healed, and transformed.  Spiritual formation happens on 

both the individual and community levels and involves attention to both the inner and outer dimensions 

of life.  As Christians, spiritual formation takes the shape of the life of Jesus; a dying is involved in our 

growth toward wholeness, a cross upon which we lose our old self with its bondages and brokenness.  

This is a cyclical process that never ends and is the work of our entire lives. 

 

Spiritual	Practice	
Spiritual practices are specific exercises in prayer, scripture, silence, etc. we use to engage in the 

process of spiritual formation.  We can engage in spiritual practices both as individuals and in 

community.   Some traditional Christian spiritual practices include Centering Prayer, Lectio Divina, The 

Prayer of Examen, The Jesus Prayer, and Holy Attention.  Every faith tradition and its people develop 

spiritual practices according to their own needs and desires.  Regardless of the practice itself, the 

intention of opening oneself to God’s presence is really what distinguishes something as a spiritual 

practice from just something one does to feel good. 

 

	
	



	

Discernment	
Discernment in its broadest sense is a life orientation to understanding and responding to God and 

God’s dream for reality, a lifelong pursuit of God and God’s purpose.  Discernment cannot be separated 

from spiritual formation.  Discernment as a life principle is the foundation for intentionally seeking 

God’s “will” in specific circumstances and decisions.  It is a prayerful, reflective process focused on 

understanding God’s call at a particular time and how best to respond.  Reason, scripture, tradition, 

prayerful reflection, experience with God and God’s world are among the lenses used during 

discernment.  (Yearning for God, adapted)  What is God up to, and how can I best respond? 

 

Spiritual	Formation	vs.	Spiritual	Experience	
It is common to confuse spiritual formation and spiritual experience, but there are subtle, yet 

important, differences that are helpful to understand.  As defined above, spiritual formation is the 

lifelong process of intentionally placing oneself in the loving and transforming presence of God to grow 

into our truest and fullest identities as beloved children of God.  Spiritual experiences are specific 

instances of connection with God that can be both subtle and overwhelmingly intense.  They are often 

unexpected and cannot be manufactured by our own efforts; they are gifts to be graciously received.  

They can include moments at the bed of a dying loved one, at camp or reunion or retreats, during 

worship, or simply walking in the woods.  Just because one may have several spiritual experiences in a 

lifetime, it does not necessarily mean one has sought out a life of spiritual formation. 

 

Spiritual	Types	
Spirituality is not a one-size fits all expression.  Each person is unique, and so is their spirituality and how 

they most naturally grow in relationship with God.  Corinne Ware (Discover Your Spiritual Type) has 

identified four broad categories through which people relate to God; they are 1) head, 2) heart,             

3) mystic, and 4) action/kingdom.  It can be helpful to know your own spiritual type as well as those in 

your community or congregation.  Spiritual diversity is a reality that makes it necessary to incorporate 

practices for different spiritual types.  Your own spiritual type might change is sometimes surprising 

ways as you grow along your spiritual journey. 

 

Contemplation	
Many define contemplation as a “long, loving, look at the real.”  In an effort to simply be with what is, 

contemplation invites non-dual consciousness; one does not judge things, feelings, emotions, etc. as 

good or bad, useful or non-useful.  Contemplation is about coming into the awareness that God is a 

living reality present in all things and recognizing that reality as the Source of all life.  Contemplation can 

be anything you use to pierce the illusions of the ego, culture, etc. that often hide the reality of our 

connection to God. 



	

	
Mysticism	
Mysticism is simply the real life and tangible experience of God.  Mysticism is not about understanding 

God through knowledge or dogma or doctrine or correct behavior but through your own lived 

experience.  Mystics are people who seek out this experience of living in the reality of God.  Christian 

history is full of many mystics including, but not limited to, Irenaeus, Augustine, Francis of Assisi, Julian 

of Norwhich, Ignatius of Loyola, Teresa of Avila, Thomas Merton, and Dorothy Day. 

 

Dark	Night	of	the	Soul	
The Dark Night of the Soul is a term coined by the Spanish mystic John of the Cross (1542-1591).  It 

describes periods of the spiritual journey in which all feelings of spiritual consolation (nearness of God) 

are replaced with feelings of spiritual desolation (absence of God).  The Dark Night of the Soul does not 

refer to the general difficulties of daily life.  It is instead a longer period in which the ego is forced to 

surrender and detach.  A Dark Night experience can happen to anyone at anytime.  Although usually a 

painful experience, Dark Night periods are often opportunities that have the potential to draw us more 

deeply and meaningfully into union with our truer selves and God.  During periods of the Dark Night of 

the Soul, it is important to seek out spiritual friendship/companionship an/or other spiritual guides such 

as a spiritual director.   

 

Spiritual Formation is NOT… 
While it is important to have a healthy and holistic understanding of what spiritual formation IS, it can 

be just has useful to know what spiritual formation is NOT.  Spiritual formation is NOT… 

 
• A program to grow or “save” the church as an institution or organization. 

• A process by which one becomes more superior or grows in stature in the community. 

• A means to an end. 

• The same as spiritual experience (see above). 

 

The Spirituality of Jesus: Connections Between Jesus and Spiritual 
Formation 
Jesus	and	Spiritual	Identity	
Spirituality is about relationship with God, and Jesus’ relationship with God totally defined him.  His 

identity as Beloved Son of God was the center of meaning and joy from which he lived a life of radical 

obedience and grace.  Jesus experienced and embraced his God-ness and became the incarnation of 

God’s love.  He is the living revelation of the God-shaped life.  When at Jesus’ baptism, God named him 

Beloved, Jesus said a full and joyful “Yes” to this identity and the calling that went with it.  Jesus’ 

intimate inner life with God was the source of a profound freedom to discern and express the 



	

compassion and grace of God.  Spirit flowed through him and out of him in acts of salvation and healing.  

His passion for a new social-cultural-spiritual community (Zion, The Peaceable Kingdom) based in God’s 

love and justice was unflinching, even in the face of political pressure and physical danger.  Jesus carried 

God’s presence, God’s compelling vision of wholeness, in his consciousness and body in ways that 

always pulled him toward the loving, healing act, the justice-producing act, the forgiving act, and the 

inclusive, hospitable act.  (Shaped by the Spirit) 

 

“Jesus is the one in whom the seed of God took hold and grew up so strong and beautiful and 

true that we call him the enfleshment of God.” – Carolyn Brock, Jesus: An Embodied Spirituality 

 

Jesus’	Spiritual	Patterns	and	Practices	
Jesus’ identity as Beloved was reinforced and refreshed by particular life patterns and practices.  

Romanticized views of Jesus leave out his struggles, tough choices, fatigue, and the need for renewal 

and support.  However, if we read the scriptures carefully, we will find Jesus returning to God as his 

Source over and over again.  We are told it was his custom to spend time in solitude and prayer, and 

this pattern is consistently lifted up, particularly in the Gospel of Luke. 

 

At daybreak he departed and went into a deserted place. –Luke 4:42, NRSV 

Now during those days he went out to the mountain to pray; and he spent the night in prayer 

to God. –Luke 6:12, NRSV 

Many crowds would gather to hear him and to be cured of their diseases.  But he would 

withdraw to deserted places and pray. –Luke 5:15-16, NRSV 

In the morning, while it was still very dark, he got up and went out to a deserted place, and 

there he prayed. –Mark 1:35, NRSV 

Jesus engaged in spiritual practices.  He depended on God’s Spirit to shape his way of being in the 

world, anoint him for ministry, fill and bless him when he was weary, give him direction and courage, 

and heal his grief in times of loss.  Christ shows us the way to deep, joyful relationship with God.  Jesus’ 

experience of being embodied was one he fully embraced.  His physical expressions were informed and 

impelled him from the integrating center of spirit.  Jesus was intentional about creating spaces for God 

through prayer, meditation, silence, and solitude.  He was also intentional about physical acts of service 

and generosity, focused acts of teaching and mentoring, outward acts of compassion and healing, 

communal acts of relationship and spiritual friendship.  In Jesus we find the inner-outer balance of a life 

integrated around identity in God.  (Shaped by the Spirit) 



	

 

Jesus’	Spiritual	Practices	
Jesus engaged in a variety of spiritual practices, both individually and in a community context.  It is 

important to remember that all of Jesus’ spiritual practices, and spirituality in general, were rooted in 

his Jewish cultural and religious identity.  The following are some of the Jesus’ spiritual practices, but 

this is by no means an exhaustive list. 
• Prayer – some public, mostly private 

• Solitude 

• Fasting 

• Scripture Study 

• Corporate Worship 

• Simplicity 

• Meals 

• Sacred in the Ordinary / Holy Attention 

• Generosity 

• Listening and Storytelling  

As you re-read the gospel accounts of Jesus’ life and ministry through the lens of spiritual formation, 

what other spiritual practices can you identify? 

 

Following	Jesus:	Inside	and	Out	
In order to live the outer life of Jesus, we must also live the inner life centered on God’s presence and 

compassion.  Many of us try to follow the Jesus life by thinking right, becoming righteous or good, 

keeping busy doing “God’s work,” and trying to shape our own lives into the pattern of a “Christian.”  

However, truly taking on the mind, heart, and form of Christ involves shedding the self-formed ego 

sustained by our busyness and doing to grow into deeper identity as God’s beloved.  Relationship with 

the ever-present One fills and frees us to respond abundantly and compassionately in the Spirit of 

Christ.  We need to take up the life rhythms and patterns of Jesus.  We need to find the balance and 

wholeness of spirit and body, inner and outer, all dimensions integrated in the grace of God’s spirit.  If 

Jesus himself needed this daily reconnection, reassurance, refilling, how much more do we need it?  As 

those who claim to follow him, we are invited to keep letting God unfold and take up residence within 

us.  (Shaped by the Spirit) 
 
Spirituality and Community of Christ 
A	Rich	Heritage	of	Spirituality	
The dynamic interplay between spirit and body is a Christian principle rearticulated in our own spiritual 

story.  Joseph Smith Jr., influenced by his spiritual perceptions and the yearnings of other faith 

movements of his time, laid out a vision of God’s dream that integrated the spiritual and physical 



	

dimensions of life.  Was it all understood correctly and lived rightly by the early church members of the 

Restoration?  History tells us it was not.  Mistakes were made, human egos got in the way.  Despite 

human failings, the underlying principles remained sound.  The dream of living spiritual truths in our 

bodies, lifestyles, health habits, relationships, communities, and governmental structures spoke to 

thousands of people who longed to integrate their lives around a sacred pattern.  To live in the “manner 

designed of God” (D&C 128:8c) is how it would later be articulated.  The call to create human 

community known as Zion, in which all would be in right relationship with God and one another, 

continues to speak to the church today.  Our understandings of Zion have broadened to the active 

pursuit of holistic community for all people in all places.  We no longer speak of it as a place of refuge 

for the chosen few who are in favor with God.  We recognize the potential political implications of the 

word Zion itself but hold tightly to the power of this dream planted in the hearts of so many people by 

the God of healing and grace.  The vision of God’s reign of justice, beauty, harmony, and wholeness 

throughout creation was the Spirit-driven passion of Christ.  If we are to follow the way of Jesus, we 

have to live in the relationship between our spirits and bodies, as he did.  We have to follow from lives 

centered in God’s compassion and presence.  The incarnation of the dream of God involves our whole 

selves as it takes form in flesh and blood, word and deed, congregation and community.  (Shaped by the 

Spirit) 
 
Changing	Times	and	the	Future	
As we have already explored, dramatic cultural shifts are reshaping people’s view and practice of 

religious life among many other things.  (Please refer to Steve Veazey’s 2017 address to the church, A 

Time to Act!)   Our challenge is to discern with God how we are called to be Christian communities that 

embody the joy, hope, peace and love of God and care for the marginalized and outcast in our changing 

times, communities that seek to alleviate needless suffering, communities that are shaped by the Spirit. 

 

“We are being shaped by all that happens in our life together in congregations, but our current 

way of ‘doing church’ needs to be expanded to include formative experiences in deepening our 

discipleship journey.  Creating and implementing the Sunday morning worship has become the 

definition of church for many of us.  While worship is at the heart of our spiritual life and a 

primary source of sustenance and healing, our deepening may require us to see worship as part 

of a larger process of discipleship formation.”  -Shaped by the Spirit 

Spiritual formation emphasizes relational sharing rather than coming to right answers or covering lots of 

study material.  Supporting and caring for one another takes precedence over other agendas.  Learning 

and growth take place in non-judgmental environments.  Taking seriously the critical role spiritual 



	

formation plays in shaping our personal lives and community life together will be central to the future of 

our faith movement and embracing what it fully means to be a community of Christ.  

 

The	Big	Picture	
God is not absent from this present moment in the life our church or congregations.  And in fact, it is 

more important than ever that we rely more fully on God by growing in relationship with God in order 

to more clearly discern our present moment and future.  The type of discernment required in this 

moment, when all of Christianity is struggling to birth new communities and forms of being Christ in the 

midst of our hurting world, means we must all find new depths in our discipleship.  This is the role of 

spiritual formation.  By allowing our lives to be shaped by the Spirit, both as individuals and as a 

community, we will be able to more fully and authentically respond to God’s invitation to be co-creators 

of God’s Kingdom in our time. 

 

Notes	&	Questions…	
 


