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ABSTRACT 

 

Making Disciples through the Spiritual Disciplines in Small Groups at  

First Presbyterian Church of Houston 

Jonathan Crantz 

Doctor of Ministry 

School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 

2014 

 

This project will develop a discipleship strategy to cultivate spiritual 

transformation in the lives of members of First Presbyterian Church of Houston through 

an existing small group ministry that incorporates the disciplines of solitude, Sabbath, 

and service. First Presbyterian Church of Houston (FPC) is located in the heart of 

Houston, Texas. Like most large cities in the United States, Houston possesses a variety 

of cultures and people groups. Oil, gas, and big business are key forces that drive the 

culture of Houston. Houstonians often live fractured lives, are overly tired, and place too 

much emphasis on the autonomous self. 

This paper will focus on crafting a strategy to empower church members to learn 

how to incorporate the spiritual disciplines into their daily life and practice. The context 

in which the disciplines will be practiced is small groups. The disciplines of solitude, 

Sabbath, and service were chosen as three fundamental practices of the Christian life but 

are also particular to the needs of members at FPC.  

This project is presented in three parts. Part One of this paper will examine the 

community of Houston, Texas. It will identify the unique opportunities and challenges 

FPC Houston faces. It also will examine the practices and values of the people and 

leadership of FPC and how these affect the congregation as a whole. Part Two of this 

paper will address the theological importance of the spiritual disciplines as they relate to 

the Christian life. The highlighted disciplines create a space that invites God to work, 

with the desired outcome of spiritual transformation to occur. Part Three of this paper 

will focus on developing and implementing a ten-week pilot project within the existing 

small group ministry at FPC.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The topic of this final project centers on disciples of Jesus Christ growing in faith 

and practice to become like the master and learning how to be used by him. This paper 

will highlight the pervading ideologies, assumptions, and practices of the institutional 

and/or attractional church and will critically evaluate the positives and negatives. This 

discussion also will develop a healthy theology and praxis to aid in the Christian spiritual 

formation1 of believers in the context of the local congregation. Finally, the project will 

demonstrate that the spiritual disciplines of the Christian faith are a primary set of 

practices and habits for believers to cultivate spiritual growth. It is through these 

disciplines that believers can learn to live like Christ in all aspects of life and practice. 

 The Church in the United States is in need of reformation. For too long, many 

Christians have settled for a nominal expression of faith, capitulating to the forces of the 

American individualist culture and not pursuing rigorous discipleship to Jesus Christ. 

Alan J. Roxburgh has observed: 

Throughout Western societies, and most especially in North America, there has 

occurred a fundamental shift in the understanding and practice of the Christian 

story. It is no longer about God and what God is about in the world; it is about 

how God serves and meets human needs and desires. It is about how the 

individual self can find its own purposes and fulfillment.2  

 

In many ways, the Church has embraced these cultural ideals of autonomy and self-

indulgence that are foreign to biblical Christianity. One major obstacle to genuine 

                                                 
1 I will use the phrase “spiritual formation” for the remainder of this paper, but Christian spiritual 

formation is implied. 

 
2 Alan J. Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling: Leaders Lost in Transition (Eagle, ID: ACI Publishing, 

2005), 12.  
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discipleship to Jesus Christ is a resistance to daily practice and commitment to the journey 

of faith. Whole-life discipleship to Jesus is an endeavor that must permeate all of life.  

 The Church has not effectively trained disciples on doctrine (what to believe and 

know) and ethics (how to live and behave). Pastors and church leaders alike have sought 

expediency with regard to spiritual formation, rather than the slow work needed in order 

to cultivate growth. Michael Budde says that in the early days of the Church “making a 

Christian was seen as a process requiring much time, a gradual exposure to those 

practices and doctrines central to the Christian movement, and the systematic weaning 

from non-Christian values, practices, and priorities. Each catechumen, in other words, 

was ‘converted’ into a Christian, a disciple of the Way.”3 For many churches, catechism 

is not valued as highly as membership; membership is seen as a right that all should 

freely enjoy. Many believe that simple faith and trust in Jesus Christ is all that is required 

for initiating membership and that such membership is enough.  

Sadly, the practice of many congregations reveals that simple faith and trust in 

Jesus Christ are all one needs to maintain membership. There is no call to discipleship or 

spiritual formation. This system of membership is not a call to discipleship. Many think 

that belief in Christ is the end goal, or enough, and that at the moment of belief 

transformation is complete. This is not true (cf. Ephesians 4:14-24; Romans 12:1). 

“Spirituality is not instantaneous or haphazard; it is developed and refined.”4  

Often Christian culture measures what is good by an unbiblical and inadequate 

ruler of discipleship, with the primary measurement of discipleship relegated to church 

                                                 
3 Michael Budde. The (Magic) Kingdom of God (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1997), 67. 

 
4 Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 76. 



 3  

membership and the belief that Jesus will forgive sins. The Scriptures declare that 

discipleship to Jesus is much more than church membership and the forgiveness of sins.5 

Discipleship takes effort on the part of disciples. It is a Spirit-led partnership with God. It 

is a life that patterns itself after Jesus.  

Christian spiritual formation is that manner by which a follower of Jesus Christ is 

formed internally. Dallas Willard writes that spiritual formation “is the Spirit-driven 

process of forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like 

the inner being of Christ himself.”6 If discipleship is the activity of a believer, spiritual 

formation is the result. Through apprenticeship to Jesus (discipleship), a believer grows 

spiritually (spiritual formation). As believers are formed internally by God’s Spirit over a 

lifetime, the aim is Christian maturity.   

The lack of emphasis on spiritual formation has had a tremendous effect on many 

local churches. This includes the church that is the focus of this paper, First Presbyterian 

Church of Houston (FPC). FPC is a mainline, Evangelical community located in the 

center of Houston, Texas. It is surrounded by socioeconomic, racial, and cultural 

diversity. As the oldest church in Houston, FPC is a stable and secure fixture for the 

religious community. “Spiritual formation” is a phrase that is used on occasion but is not 

fully understood. FPC slowly has become more interested in the mechanics of ministry 

rather than the heart of ministry and thus has lost the core value of making disciples of 

Jesus Christ who continually grow in his likeness. As the associate pastor of Spiritual 

                                                 
5 This will be explored in more detail in Part Two of this discussion.  

 
6 Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2002), 22. 
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Formation, it is my primary role to direct and train members toward spiritual growth at 

FPC.  

 There are those who have welcomed such critique and indictment. There are 

others who believe nothing is wrong. Those who welcome spiritual renewal are young 

and old alike, as are those who resist even the smallest change. These mixed narratives 

create a silent tension among the active members of FPC. Many new church members, 

however, are fairly naïve to the nominal tendencies of the church. Many of these “green” 

Christians “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 5:6)7 and desire to grow in 

their faith. The Spirit working in the lives of new members at FPC, which is happening 

naturally, may very well be the impetus toward spiritual formation.  

 There are many forces that distract from a resurgence of spirituality at FPC. First, 

FPC does not have a formalized plan for making disciples. Willard writes: “Our existing 

churches and denominations do not have active, well-designed, intently pursued plans to 

accomplish [fulfilling the Great Commission] in their members. . . . You will not find any 

widely influential element of our church leadership that has a plan, not a vague wish or 

dream, but a plan for implementing all phases of the Great Commission.”8 Articulating a 

plan and strategy for making disciples can help cultivate awareness of practical steps for 

spiritual growth.  

Second, national denominational issues continue to detract the leadership from the 

ministry of FPC. Pastors and elders are embroiled in discussions with members regarding 

the church’s position on the divinity of Christ, the authority of the Bible, and the decline 

                                                 
7 All Scripture is taken from The Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1988), unless otherwise noted.  

 
8 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1991), 16. 
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in membership in the denomination. These denominational issues have been and continue 

to be a significant distraction to the ministry and mission of FPC. 

Third, some elders at FPC view their primary ministry as committee work. This 

issue tends to minimize personal devotion. Spiritual disciplines are viewed as something 

separate and less important than “working” for the church. This bleeds into the 

congregation as well.  

Fourth, FPC is a church that is steeped in excellence in worship. This seemingly 

benign issue actually cultivates passivity in the pew. Ultimately, it leads to passivity in 

discipleship.  

Finally, the frenetic pace of those in the middle to upper-middle class has a 

dramatic, negative impact on spiritual growth. From young adults to baby boomers, many 

pack their schedules so tightly with work-related events, social engagements, fundraising 

commitments, and church events that time alone with God and in community with others 

is not highly valued or pursued.  

Due to these forces, the need for spiritual renewal is imperative. The main thrust 

of this paper is to demonstrate that the spiritual disciplines, practiced in the context of 

Christian community, are vital to ignite spiritual formation and to point believers down 

the strong path of growth. The spiritual disciplines must be an important part in the life of 

the contemporary church for spiritual formation. The reason is simple: the spiritual 

disciplines are a primary means by which disciples become like Jesus Christ. While the 

theology behind this statement is basic, the practice can be challenging.  

The spiritual disciplines have proven themselves valid in forming the life of the 

believer. To adopt the disciplines as a way of life is no easy matter, but a disciple does 
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not need to be too far along in understanding theology and doctrine in order to practice 

the spiritual disciplines. Richard Foster writes: “The primary requirement is a longing for 

God.”9 Fortunately, the disciplines can be practiced simply and openly by those who seek 

to love our Lord. The spiritual disciplines also can serve as the main practices to cultivate 

a sense of catechism among FPC’s new and existing members. For this reason, the 

present discussion will develop a discipleship strategy to cultivate spiritual 

transformation in the lives of members of First Presbyterian Church of Houston through 

an existing small group ministry that incorporates the disciplines of solitude, Sabbath, 

and service. These disciplines and the related aspects that this paper will identify can help 

shape the people of God at FPC for the next generation.  

Part One will describe the pertinent attributes of the city of Houston and its 

surrounding area. Issues such as gentrification, diversity, big business, the oil industry, 

and a mega-church ecclesiology will set the context of FPC. The socioeconomic, cultural, 

and racial diversity are also important in understanding the culture of Houston and FPC. 

This paper will profile the church community, emphasizing the perceived high and low 

points in the congregation’s recent history. An in-depth look at key events in the life of 

FPC, the requirements of elders, and the overly business model of leadership will shed 

light on present obstacles to spiritual renewal.  

Part Two of this discussion will establish the importance of spiritual renewal, with 

attention given to the personal and communal practice of spiritual disciplines. A theology 

and practice of the spiritual disciplines will be developed and center on solitude, Sabbath, 

and service. This paper will contend that these three disciplines best capture the need for 

                                                 
9 Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1978), 2. 
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spiritual renewal specifically at FPC, blending the inward journey of faith with the 

outward expression of action. In addition, these three disciplines will offer a counter-

cultural framework to the congregation, giving new language and metaphors to the 

membership.  

Part Three of this paper will address the process of fostering a movement of 

people engaging in the spiritual disciplines in the life and practice of FPC through the 

existing ministry of small groups. A ten-week pilot project with several small groups 

participating will be injected into the existing ministry. Small groups have been touted as 

a primary place for community, Bible study, and outreach by FPC’s leadership. There are 

already over 350 members who participate in a weekly small group meeting.10 To 

introduce a series of study guides that provide helpful theology and practical guidance for 

engaging in solitude, Sabbath, and service will be warmly welcomed. The concluding 

portion of this paper will demonstrate the impact spiritual disciplines can have on FPC, 

both in its leadership and people.  

                                                 
10 Jonathan Crantz, Small Groups Roster (Houston, TX: First Presbyterian Church of Houston, 

2013).  
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CHAPTER 1 

EXPLORING THE COMMUNITY OF HOUSTON  

 

Houston is the fourth largest city in the United States and will become the third 

largest in a few years.1 It is a major hub for the global oil and gas industry, serves as 

home base for NASA, houses a former president, and continues to offer a stable economy 

even during the country’s most recent economic downturn. Houston is expected to keep 

increasing numerically in the years ahead.2 The metropolitan area of Houston has one of 

the largest square-mile totals in the country.3 Also, Houston has the most restaurants per 

capita of any city and, not surprisingly, is consistently on the top ten list of most 

overweight cities.4 Collectively, these facets of Houston describe a community that is 

growing numerically and economically. In light of such growth, this chapter will describe 

the pertinent sociocultural attributes of Houston and how they relate to FPC.  

 

                                                 
1 Stephen Klineberg and the Kinder Institute for Urban Research, The 32nd Kinder Institute 

Houston Area Survey (Houston, TX: Rice University, 2013). 

 
2 Ibid. 

 
3 Ibid. 

 
4 Ibid. 
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Socioeconomic, Cultural, and Racial Diversity 

 The socioeconomic, cultural, and racial diversity in Houston is stunning. There 

are over one hundred languages spoken in Houston.5 In most large cities, the classes and 

cultures clump together to form pockets of homogeneity. Houston is no different. The 

neighborhoods are distinct and easy to locate. The church building of FPC is situated 

where several neighborhoods converge. To the south, there is the largest medical center 

in the country. Medical students and residents from across the world work countless 

hours doing research and practicing medicine just blocks away. To the south and west, 

there is a residential neighborhood called West University. It is an affluent neighborhood 

where many business people, oil executives, and church members live. In the same area, 

there is Rice University, which is an excellent school for engineering and business, two 

important fields in Houston. To the north, there is the Montrose and Midtown area, which 

has the sixth largest homosexual population in the country.6 There are many young adults 

and young married couples that continue to move into this area. There is excellent dining 

and entertainment, and it is considered a growing neighborhood in Houston. To the east, 

there is one of the poorest communities in Houston, the Third Ward, which is 

predominantly African American. The neighborhoods directly surrounding FPC are a 

picture of the broader landscape of Houston.  

 Socioeconomic diversity is also no different in Houston than in other large cities. 

The wealthy, educated, primarily White population lives inside certain sections of the 

                                                 
5 Ibid. 

 
6 Futurescopes.com, “10 Cities with Large Population of Gays,” http://www.futurescopes.com 

/gay-dating/2983/10-cities-large-population-gays (October 26, 2013). With this in mind, members of FPC 

who are critics of the conservative stance against homosexual ordination advocate that the church be more 

involved in ministry to the homosexual population just blocks away from the church.  
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inner loop (an expressway). The middle and lower class along with the uneducated, 

primarily non-White population live outside the inner loop (with the exception of a few 

neighborhoods close to downtown).  

A recent demographic study done on behalf of the Presbytery of New Covenant of 

the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)—or PCUSA—has some useful information regarding 

the makeup and perceived future of Houston life.7 There were two locations studied: a 

thirty-mile radius of Houston and a ten-mile radius. The central point was in downtown 

Houston. The results of both studies were helpful in four areas: age, education, income 

level, and race.  

Table 1 presents the ages of Houstonians. As the information describes, residents 

in both spheres are roughly the same age with very little variance. The difference in age 

and stage from both regions is slight.  

Table 1. Phases of Life 

 Age                                Thirty-Mile Radius  Ten-Mile Radius 

Ages 0 to 4   7.5% of population  6.9% of population 

Ages 5 to 17    20%     20.5%  

Ages 18 to 24   9.8%     8.4% 

Ages 25 to 34   12.6%    10% 

Ages 35 to 54   27.1%    28.7% 

Ages 55 to 64   11.4%    12.6% 

Ages 65 & over  11.5%    13%                                        

 

Table 2 presents educational statistics. It describes a much higher level of 

education the closer to downtown Houston one lives. This is indicative of the higher cost 

of living as well. The closer to downtown Houston, the higher the home prices and rent. 

Within the ten-mile radius, there is a dramatic increase in levels of higher education.  

                                                 
  7 Mission Insite, Presbytery of New Covenant (Houston, TX: Mission Insite, 2010).  
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Table 2. Education 

Level of Education  Thirty-Mile Radius  Ten-Mile Radius 

Associate Degree  4.9% of population  4.0% of population 

Bachelor Degree  14.9%    26.2% 

Graduate Degree  8.4%    18.3% 

 

Table 3 shows the huge variance in income level between the two radii, which 

connects with educational level. As one gets closer to the center, the income level 

increases substantially, especially in the upper-middle to upper class. Those income 

levels are represented more clearly in the ten-mile radius study.  

Table 3. Income Level  

Income   Thirty-Mile Radius  Ten-Mile Radius 

$50-$74,999   18.8% of population  16.3% of population 

$75-$99,999   12.9%    12.6% 

$100-$149,999  13.1%    16% 

$150-$199,999  5.3%    8.6% 

$200,000 or more  6.0%    14.1% 

 

Table 4 describes the racial differences in these areas. The largest differences are 

with three racial groups. The difference between Caucasian, African American, and 

Hispanics or Latinos is considerable within proximity to the center of Houston. 

Table 4. Race 

Race   Thirty-Mile Radius  Ten-Mile Radius 

Asian    6.0% of population  9.5% of population 

African/American  24.2%    12.6% 

White    20.1%    38.3% 

Hispanic or Latino  48.5%    37.8% 

Pac/Is/Other   1.2%    1.7% 

 

The above four tables show significant gaps in education, income level, and race 

between the inner and outer regions of Houston. It seems to illustrate a multi-ethnic yet 

segregated reality. Overall, the above data suggests that inside the inner loop of Houston 

lives a better educated, higher-earning, more homogeneous population than outside the 



 13  

loop. Incidentally, FPC draws mostly from this population that lives inside the inner loop. 

The people of God that make up FPC are well-educated, upper-middle to upper class, 

predominantly White, and upwardly mobile. Socioeconomically and racially, the church 

is a reflection of the community.  

 

Big Business Ethos 

 Big business is the driving force in the city of Houston and surrounding region. 

Exxon-Mobil, Continental Airlines (recently merged with United Airlines), 

ConocoPhillips, Halliburton, and Kinder Morgan are five major national companies that 

have their headquarters in Houston. The oil business permeates every aspect of 

Houstonian life. It is similar to the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus during the first century. 

In Ephesus, the worship of the goddess Artemis permeated all of life for residents. The 

temple was a hub of commerce and banking for much of Asia at the time.8 Acts 19 

describes the power and influence of Artemis within Ephesus and the world. Similarly, in 

Houston the financial, commerce, and banking industries are all closely connected with 

the oil industry and—much like the power of Artemis in Ephesus—influence the region, 

rippling around the planet.  

 Part of the ethos of employees in the oil and financial industries in Houston can 

be captured in the phrase “upward mobility.” It is part of the business culture for people, 

especially executives, to seek to be promoted in any given company. The best way to 

ensure promotion is to move multiple times throughout one’s career, especially in the oil 

industry. This causes a sense of transiency among business people in Houston. It is the 

                                                 
8 The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 1992 ed., s.vv. “Artemis of Ephesus.” 
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norm for people to come and go. There is a well-articulated and expected disloyalty to 

any company. Unlike previous generations that worked an entire career at one company, 

the ethos in the Houston business community is this: in order to get ahead, one must 

move multiple times to different locations with the possibility of switching companies 

often.  

 In addition to the ethos of the upwardly mobile, there is another force at work in 

Houston: the ultimate belief that the market will prevail. Capitalism, for many 

Houstonians, is borderline idolatrous. Security is found in the country’s economic and 

political system above all else. Language such as “the market will fix things,” “let’s hope 

the market will do its work,” or “we need to trust that the market will turn around” is 

commonplace among business people in Houston. The market has brought great wealth 

and prosperity to Houstonians over the last few decades. The most recent economic 

downturn has affected large cities negatively but not Houston. The mixture of the free 

market and oil business has kept Houston a prosperous place. While this dynamic 

benefits the state economy, job security, and general financial world, it easily can lead to 

dependence on the market for ultimate security. This negatively impacts Christians 

throughout Houston as well. The reason for this negative impact is that there is a 

movement of members to and from churches. Loyalty to church membership, for some, is 

lacking in Houston.  

 

Consumerism as a Natural Side Effect of Capitalism 

 

 The powerful force of consumerism is a direct result of the idolatry of the market 

and the inability of people to see the vices and limitations of capitalism. The individuality 
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among Houstonians makes consumerism a natural result. Especially inside the inner loop, 

people are constantly buying bigger and better products. There is a perceived sense of 

obsolescence in the things people own: homes, cars, golf clubs, and many other 

commodities. Given the capitalistic nature of the United States, consumerism is 

normative in the broader national culture as well. However, there has been a subtle death 

of outrage among Houstonians with regard to the consumption of more and more material 

goods. Benjamin R. Barber phrases it this way: “Conspicuous consumption is no longer a 

vice but a virtue.”9 The American dream of buying more is a vibrant reality in Houston. 

A natural response to consumerism “is to moralize greed and encourage those who may 

have qualms to embrace it.”10 Consumers believe that buying more and more based on 

perceived wants and needs is a natural part of society—just as Gordon Gecko in the 

movie Wall Street once said, “Greed is good.”11   

 Another result of consumerism is the subtle trend toward the good of the self as a 

higher virtue over the good of the community. Barber believes this is tied with the 

infantilization of adults. He compares the behavior of adults with that of children when 

he writes: “The child wants what it wants when it wants it, without consideration of the 

needs of others, and man-child does not outgrow this pattern.”12 Individualism breeds 

childishness in adults. Barber takes it a step further with regard to the forces of 

                                                 
9 Benjamin R. Barber, Consumed: How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantilize Adults, and 

Swallow Citizens Whole (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2007), 47. 

 
10 Ibid., 47. 

 
11 Wall Street, directed by Oliver Stone, Twentieth Century Fox, 1987. 

 
12 Barber, Consumed, 18. 
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consumerism in North American society. He asserts that “the commercializing ethos of 

infantilization encourages and is encouraged by a political ideology of privatization that 

delegitimizes adult goods such as critical thinking and public citizenship, in favor of self-

involved private choice and narcissistic personal gain.”13 In a consumerist society, the 

self is primary over the community. People have a natural tendency to want things in the 

manner that best suits their selfish desires.  

 In the Church, consumerism is active in how leadership develops programs and 

worship services. Churches have become havens for doling out spiritual goods and 

services, based on the wants and needs of congregants. This affects worship style and 

preference, church attendance and satisfaction, and how a church meets the perceived 

needs of the individual. The forces of consumerism are in direct conflict with the biblical 

witness of the Christian faith and the tradition of the Church. “It remains unclear whether 

a consumerist society can endure the contradiction inherent in a cultural conservatism 

that upholds values of family cohesion, spiritual growth, and civic responsibility, and a 

consumerist capitalism that necessarily undermines and destroys such values.”14 The two 

forces of consumerism and a mature, thoughtful society are in direct conflict with one 

another. This also includes the Church. The outlook for consumerist churches is bleak.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 15. 

 
14 Ibid., 51-52. 
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Response to Tragedy 

Houston is a city that has had its share of tragedies. The Enron deception and 

collapse, two space shuttle explosions, and Hurricanes Katrina and Ike are four events or 

series of events that had dramatic financial and emotional impact on the residents of 

Houston. These tragedies represent two important facets of Houston’s psyche: an 

amazing ability and resolve to persevere through challenging times and a difficulty to 

grieve sadness and disappointment. When tragedy strikes, there is resiliency and strength, 

which is often inspiring and can be initially helpful. However, there is not much, if any, 

collective grief sharing or willingness to reflect.15 Essentially, Houstonians are not adept 

at sharing and expressing deeper, more intimate emotion.  

The above four tragedies are prime examples of how Houstonians attempt to 

circumvent what happens internally in order to quickly move past tragedy. The Enron 

deception, revealed in October 2001, had lasting effects on global markets.16 Thousands 

of employees lost pensions, insurance coverage, and ultimately their jobs. This debacle 

also included multiple companies going out of business. Many members of FPC were 

employed by Enron, including one of the whistleblowers. The response to this financial 

tragedy by many Houstonians was outrage and shock, yet there was also a mixture of 

resiliency and an eagerness to move forward without fully grieving this significant event. 

                                                 
15 This is a personal observation I have made in conversation with church members and 

Houstonians regarding tragedy. 

 
16 Richard A. Oppel Jr. and Andrew Ross Sorkin, “Enron Collapse: The Overview—Enron 

Collapses as Suitor Cancels Plans for Merger,” The New York Times, November 29, 2001, 

http://www.nytimes.com/ 2001/11/29/business/enron-s-collapse-the-overview-enron-collapses-as-suitor-

cancels-plans-for-merger.html (accessed October 26, 2013). 
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While it is a positive posture of resiliency in the face of adversity, the lack of perceived 

grief sharing was palpable for some.17   

Another notable tragedy Houstonians faced was the loss of two space shuttles, the 

most recent one in February 2003.18 The space shuttle Columbia was attempting re-entry 

and disintegrated over Louisiana and Texas. This was a terrible tragedy that directly 

affected many at FPC, especially those who were connected with crew members of the 

shuttle. Similar to the Enron scandal, Houstonians were resilient in the face of this 

tragedy yet seemed to lack a willingness to admit their grief openly with others.19     

Hurricane Katrina blew through Houston in August 2005,20 while Hurricane Ike 

blasted the city in September 2008.21 Both hurricanes brought considerable damage to the 

Gulf Coast. From Hurricane Ike, residents of Houston were without power for up to two 

weeks. The resilient spirit was present among Houstonians in general and at FPC 

specifically in the aftermath of both hurricanes; however, there appeared to be resistance 

to discussing the difficulties surrounding the experiences.22 

                                                 
17 For example, when I moved to Houston in 2003, the effects of the Enron deception were still 

felt deeply. Several conversations with church members led me to believe that some were still grieving but 

did not state it frankly with others.  

 
18 Elizabeth Howell, “Columbia Disaster: What Happened, What NASA Learned,” Spacecom, 

http://www.space.com/19436-columbia-disaster.html (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
19 Church members, interviews by author, Houston, TX, 2003-2004. 

 
20 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration: National Climatic Data Center, “Hurricane 

Katrina,” http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/extremeevents/specialreports/Hurricane-Katrina.pdf (accessed October 

26, 2013). 

 
21 Associated Press, “Gulf Coast Marks Hurricane Ike 5-Year Anniversary,” KHOU.com: 

Houston, Texas, http://www.khou.com/news/local/Gulf-Coast-marks-Hurricane-Ike-5-year-anniversary-

223470761.html (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
22 Congregants affected by Hurricanes Katrina and Ike, interviews by author, Houston, TX,    

2005-2009. 
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Houston has had many devastating tragedies in recent years. The capacity of the 

people to compartmentalize and continue on with life is strong. The positives of this 

posture and attitude reveal resolve and endurance for Houstonians. The negatives of not 

grieving properly as a church community can perpetuate a sense of denial in dealing with 

difficult situations and a lack of learning from events. This issue has tremendous effect 

on spiritual formation. Authentic community is hindered by an unwillingness to share 

deeply about life, including difficulties and tragedy. The emotional and spiritual growth 

of a church community can be stunted when members do not share burdens with one 

another.  

 

Houston Medical Center 

 

 Houston is home to the largest medical center in the world, which is only a few 

miles away from the FPC campus. Over 106,000 employees work at the facility. There 

are 7.2 million patients that pass through the medical center each year. The annual budget 

is over $15 billion; and the institution sits on over 1,345 acres with 280 buildings tending 

to 49,000 students and over 171,000 surgeries.23 It is a thriving research and training 

conglomerate. People from all over the world journey to Houston to receive excellent 

medical care, especially in the areas of cancer treatment, complex surgery, and recovery 

from serious injury. The medical center is pertinent to FPC in that it has an important 

influence over Houstonians in general and members of FPC specifically. It is known as a 

place of ingenuity and ability to achieve. This fills many members of FPC, especially 

                                                 
23 Texas Medical Center, “Facts & Figures,” http://www.texasmedicalcenter.org/facts-and-figures/ 

(September 7, 2013). 
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those affiliated with “the Med Center,” with an overinflated trust in human ability to cure 

physical and mental problems.  

 The Houston medical center is also known for its diverse cultural makeup. 

Medical students, doctors, and administrators come from all over the world to receive 

excellent training, then often return to their home country. The cultural diversity at the 

medical center is a snapshot of the broader Houston cultural diversity. The manner by 

which students, doctors, and administrators have learned to wade through cultural 

differences and affirm diversity is excellent. The medical center is a picture of progress 

with regard to cultures learning to live and work together under a guiding expectation and 

purpose of helping those with medical and psychological needs.  

 

Mega-Church Ecclesiology 

 Houston has multiple mega-churches. Lakewood Church, Second Baptist Church, 

and The Fellowship of the Woodlands are three of the largest churches in the United 

States and are located within twenty miles of one another.24 The mega-church mentality 

seeps into the congregational life of a myriad churches in Houston. Some believe that 

bigger is actually better. Bigger church buildings, bigger screens in the worship center, 

bigger attendance, and bigger personalities in the pulpit are seen as marks of health. 

There are multiple billboards around town with the name of the church, a catchy slogan, 

and the picture of the senior pastor. Pastoral celebrities are commonplace in Houston. 

                                                 
24 Lakewood Church, “Get Directions,” http://www.lakewoodchurch.com/Pages/new-

here/Directions.aspx (accessed September 7, 2013); Second Baptist Church Houston, 

http://www.second.org/goodnews.aspx (accessed September 7, 2013); and The Fellowship of the 

Woodlands, “About,” http://www.fotw.org/about (accessed September 7, 2013). The latter two have 

multiple campuses throughout the city. 
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Mega-churches often are run like a large business, sometimes looking no different from 

the ways things are done in the world.25  

 The mega-church mentality sends a clear message: get bigger. Church marketing 

and branding is considered the norm for many churches in Houston. Churches often are 

told that they must differentiate themselves from the mission, vision, and values of other 

churches to stand out and be unique.26  

The mega-church message can be confusing. Smaller churches may want to grow 

but not at the expense of relationships and genuine discipleship. This tension can be 

especially challenging for pastors and leaders who struggle with the demands of budgets 

and facilities. Often more people mean more money. More money means the church can 

continue to grow in programs, staff, facilities, and operations. This easily can cause 

leaders to focus too much on the mechanics of ministry as primary instead of the heart of 

ministry, which is making disciples of Jesus Christ and should always be central.  

 In Houston, mega-churches can be a breeding ground for nominal expressions of 

faith. For the average attendee, it is easy to attend church, to enjoy the music and 

preaching as a passive recipient, and then leave without ever being noticed. This routine 

for countless Christians in Houston cultivates a lack of commitment in faith and makes it 

difficult to grow deeper in knowledge and understanding. Hans Küng describes it well: 

                                                 
25 There are multiple stories of mega-churches taking over a church to create a satellite campus—

primarily due to location, for example. Chad Karger interview by author, Houston, TX, 2008; Patrick 

Wimberly, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2008. 

 
26 A church consultant worked with our staff for over nine months in 2005. He strongly suggested 

to us that we need to differentiate ourselves from other churches; so that we could attract new church 

members. Will Mancini, “Vision Casting Meeting” (staff consulting, First Presbyterian Church of Houston, 

Houston, TX, 2005). 
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“There are many things that are called Christian, but is it all Christian just because it is 

called Christian?”27 There are many people in Houston who call themselves “Christians.” 

The point of Küng’s question is that the visible church is not necessarily a good measure 

of spiritual growth among believers. Eugene Peterson puts it this way:  

There is a great market for religious experience in our world; there is little 

enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little inclination to sign up for a 

long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of Christians called holiness. 

Religion in our time has been captured by the tourist mindset. Religion is 

understood as a visit to an attractive site to be made when we have adequate 

leisure.28   

 

The slow work of spiritual formation often can be lost in a mega-church culture. FPC is 

in proximity to some of the largest churches in the country. This touristic mindset with 

regard to faith for some believers is pervasive in mega-churches and bleeds into the ethos 

at FPC.  

 

Transient Community 

 

 The forces of big business, responses to tragedy, and the prevailing mega-church 

mentality foster a lack of deep relationships—all of which contribute to a transient 

community. The drive to get ahead often supersedes relationships. The readiness to 

relocate when it helps move someone up the corporate ladder takes precedence over 

staying with one particular corporation and putting down roots in one particular city. Due 

to the clearly articulated and strongly affirmed ethos that surrounds the business world of 

the necessity to increase career opportunity, this is an expected pattern in the business 

                                                 
27 Hans Küng, Why I Am Still a Christian (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 30. 

  
28 Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: Discipleship in an Instant Society 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 16. 
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community in Houston. It causes Houston to be a transient community, especially for 

those who live inside the inner loop.  

 As a transient community, Houstonians struggle with developing deep 

relationships. The drive for success becomes the overarching virtue and must be pursued 

at all costs, even at the cost of one’s relationships and family. In the oil industry, 

specifically engineering, for example, one is expected to move every two to three years. 

This has damaging effects in a person’s capacity for initiating and maintaining strong 

relationships and friendships. Frequently, just when deep friendships are being cultivated, 

a person will need to move to another city or state in order to “succeed.”29  

 

Community Factors 

A lack of community and the transient nature of Houston are both expressed in an 

overinflated sense of autonomy. This means that individuals want to do what they want to 

do; they do not want to be told what to do. While this is a part of human nature, it is 

especially accentuated among people who live in the inner loop.  

This individualistic mentality does not help in cultivating spiritual formation or 

discipleship to Jesus Christ. Individuals come up with their own “plan” of discipleship, 

which is often a non-plan. There is a lack of accountability, which leads to little sense of 

personal ownership on the part of the broader congregational community. All of this is 

done without much connection with a community of people. Instead of engaging in self-

                                                 
29 Two people come to mind: “Ted” and “Josh.” Ted is an engineer for a large oil company. After 

spending three years in Houston, in order to move up in the company, he was required to relocate to the 

Middle East for another three-year commitment. Josh is a consultant for a large accounting firm. He was 

told that if he wanted a position as vice president, he would need to move locations several more times. The 

families of both men were involved at FPC and had developed deep, Christian friendships.  
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reflection and submitting one’s will to Christ or a well-trod path of spiritual growth, 

Houstonians often prefer to self-navigate difficult spiritual waters and end up on no path 

at all. “This sort of do-it-yourself spirituality . . . is utterly incapable of radical practices 

aimed at peace, the option of the poor, or any demanding exercises in transcending self-

interest.”30 An individualistic approach to spiritual formation will not grow strong 

disciples of Jesus Christ. In fact, it further perpetuates a nominal expression of faith.31   

 With the trifold dynamic of big business, mega-church mentality, and a lack of 

deep community, busyness is not only affirmed but pursued. A fast-paced life is 

considered a virtue for many Houstonians, especially those who live and work inside the 

inner loop. This manifests itself in heavy work hours, an overload of extracurricular 

activities, and excessive church commitments and children’s activities. Working sixty to 

eighty hours per week is commonplace for many Houstonians.32 This also includes travel 

time away from family. There are many who travel three to five days per week, living at 

home with family only on weekends. Many inner-loop residents pack their non-work 

schedules with countless other activities such as sporting and cultural events, fundraisers, 

vacations, and serving on the board of directors for non-profit organizations. In addition to 

a busy schedule for work and play, many are consumed with church activities. Weekly 

meetings, a variety of church events, and serving on committees are all generally 

considered virtuous and part of the culture of those who live in the inner loop. Finally, 

                                                 
30 Budde, The (Magic) Kingdom of God, 87. 

 
31 There are some exceptions to this perspective, but it is typically the norm.  

 
32 FPC has a plethora of doctors, lawyers, investment bankers, accountants, and oil executives. 

While it is often necessary for those in these professions to work late hours, it is also affirmed as what is 

right and good and preferable. I have discovered this through multiple conversations. 



 25  

even young children are affected by this trend. From year-round sporting commitments to 

writing, art, and music activities to church events, even the children of these families are 

busy. This frenetic pace of life never lets up. It is considered weak and non-productive to 

live a life that includes Sabbath rest.  

The ramifications of busyness on the spiritual life are tremendous and far-

reaching. Burnout, unhappy marriages, divorce, and ill-behaved children are but a few 

results of busyness in the broader Houston culture and church culture. Sadly, there is not 

an abundance of good role models in believers leading a healthy, Christian life with 

balanced schedules and commitments.  

 

Higher Education 

 

 Pursuing and attaining higher education is also a contributing factor to the 

busyness of Houstonians and their ethos, especially in the inner loop. There are many 

people who have advanced academic degrees. This is true in business, law, medicine, and 

pastoral ministry. Higher education as a virtue has several benefits: people are experts in 

their given field, continued learning is valued, and there is a contagious desire to grow 

professionally in a given field. There are also negative consequences to valuing higher 

education. It breeds elitism, intellect can have greater value than integrity, and experts are 

too heavily relied upon. In the church, the consequences can be positive and negative for 

staff and church members. The people of God naturally look to the theologically trained 

for answers, rather than seeking the answers themselves. Also, the people of God can 

become lazy and lethargic in their personal and communal commitment to spiritual 

formation.  
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 The above forces, if unchecked, cultivate nominal and complacent faith in the 

people of God. Nominal expressions of the Christian faith permeate the culture of 

Houston specifically as well as the South generally. It is typical for people to attend 

church, give a tithe, and generally accept the basic belief that Jesus is God’s special Son 

sent to forgive the sins of the world. However, the ecclesiology that pervades the Houston 

Christian culture reveals the following: 

[People] retain a vague notion of religious identity but their lives are distinctively 

secular, with the experience of God in worship and prayer not figuring very 

prominently in all that they do. Increasingly these nominal Christian . . . 

Americans embrace the heady hedonism and narcissism of popular culture and do 

not see that this contradicts biblical faith.33    

 

In contrast to the catechumens of the early Church, who needed to be weaned from the 

ways of the world, Christians in Houston are not taught to be different from the patterns 

and practices of the world around them.  

 Members and even staff of FPC have been captured by the above forces, some 

without even knowing it. These worldly ideologies, assumptions, and behaviors must be 

addressed through preaching, teaching, and sharing life together. Reforming the people’s 

theology and practice will be crucial for the people of God to be released from the powers 

of the world. A resurgence of gospel-focused ministry, intense theological reflection, and 

a movement to helpful spiritual practices can aid in the transformation of God’s people at 

First Presbyterian Church of Houston. Chapter 2 will provide a deeper look at the history, 

structure, system, and people of FPC.  

                                                 
 33 Barry Harvey, Another City (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1999), 3. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

 

 

 First Presbyterian Church of Houston was founded in 1838. It was the first church 

in Houston, the first church with a steeple, the first church with a radio program, and the 

first church with a television ministry. There have been a number of “firsts” at FPC.1    

The story of FPC’s “firsts” captures many members’ imaginations, especially those who 

have been members for a considerable time. FPC has been a pillar in the community of 

Houston for decades, especially the medical and business communities. Houston’s first 

governor, Sam Houston, once attended FPC, along with national senators, city politicians, 

and community leaders. It is a church that has influenced the city of Houston and the 

world for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ for many years. FPC is a church that 

draws many people from the business and medical communities. Many of the elders and 

leadership of the church are doctors, lawyers, oil executives, and business people. Many 

members in the congregation are highly educated and affluent.  

                                                 
1 See Appendix A. 
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There are a variety of obstacles that impede effective ministry in every church. 

Forces such as pride, an abundance or lack of money, self-reliance, self-righteousness, 

consumerism, prayerlessness, and unbiblical preaching are a few examples that can 

negatively affect a church body. Obstacles such as these are paralyzing to church 

ministry. They are subversive forces that are often difficult to detect. There are many of 

these same obstacles present at FPC, and they must be addressed.  

In past decades, FPC has held a moderate position in national ecclesial debates. 

From the 1940s through the early 1980s, FPC was viewed as a balanced and centrist 

church body.2 During the late 1980s and 1990s, FPC leaned more toward the 

conservative side of the theological spectrum, primarily due to a more conservative 

senior pastor’s arrival. The result was a clear purpose, which also began the slow process 

of becoming a mega-church-minded church community. Church growth became the 

expected norm at FPC. The purpose-driven church model was adopted.3 The purpose-

driven model consists of defining the overall purpose of the congregation and then 

organizing all of church life around those purposes. At the beginning of the new 

millennium, FPC switched to a model of church life that focused primarily on those who 

have been disenfranchised with church. The worship services became the focus of 

congregational life. This occurred due to the vision of another new senior pastor.4  

Currently at FPC, the vision and values shape the landscape of church life and 

ministry. The vision of FPC focuses on building disciples through community-shaped 

                                                 
2 Reverend O. Benjamin Sparks, interview by author, Austin, TX, 2004; Reverend Allen 

McSween, interview by author, Austin, TX, 2004. 

 
3 Rick Warren. The Purpose Driven Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995), 94. 

 
4 I came to FPC during this senior pastor’s brief tenure and experienced this firsthand. 
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events (Sunday school and small groups) and inviting members into ministry outside the 

walls of the church. FPC’s approach to ministry centers on empowering and equipping 

the laity through biblical preaching and teaching, learning events, and community 

building. From this era until now, there have been three key experiences in the life of the 

church that have given shape and context to the overall story of the church—in the last 

decade, especially. These events are a departing senior pastor, Hurricane Ike, and a 

church-wide capital campaign.  

 

Departing Senior Pastor 

 The departure of one particular senior pastor had a dramatic impact on the 

church’s psyche. The senior pastor from 2002 through 2006 was a gifted orator, 

visionary, and evangelist.5 He was heavily influenced by Willow Creek and Saddleback 

churches. The primary manner by which he shared the vision of evangelism was through 

preaching. Under his leadership, the church grew in number. In 2003, the average weekly 

worship attendance was around 1,400; by 2005, the number rose to 1,900.6 The tone of 

the church was exuberant and energetic as more and more people came to church. The 

joy did not last, however. After a series of leadership meetings among staff and elders, it 

was clear that there was a considerable conflict among many members, staff, and the 

senior pastor. A series of meetings, consultants, and evaluations occurred for the next two 

years. 

                                                 
5 I began as an associate pastor at FPC in the spring of 2003.  

 
6 First Presbyterian Church of Houston, Worship Department Statistics (Houston, TX: First 

Presbyterian Church of Houston Worship Department, 2003-2005). 
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It was only after he announced that he and his wife were experiencing marital 

problems, with divorce as imminent, that an agreement was made for him to leave with a 

significant severance. The two-year process of his evaluation and the conflict associated 

with it hurt the church in a number of ways. First, worship attendance and giving had 

diminished considerably. The elders and pastoral staff were genuinely concerned with 

this trend. Second, conflict still existed among church members regarding the process by 

which the senior pastor left and the overall impression of his performance. Questions still 

lingered as to why he left and for what reason. During the congregational conflict, FPC 

elders struggled with how to create honest and open dialogue among the membership 

about a potentially divisive set of issues. At a large “successful” church such as FPC, 

negativity was not something easily discussed. There was some sense among key elders 

that if the leadership turned a blind eye to the issues regarding the senior pastor, perhaps 

the problems would naturally resolve themselves—which in one sense, they did. In 

essence, the FPC did not know what to do with its grief. 

 During the crisis, the elders had mixed responses. Some decided to focus primarily 

on seeking the wisdom, counsel, and comfort of God in prayer. Others decided to focus on 

using political tactics to orchestrate the senior pastor’s removal. One action of the session 

was to invest countless hours and dollars into peacemaking consultants and structural 

gurus. While these consultants were helpful in many ways, the elders were responsible to 

ultimately take action. The action required was not easily discerned and the session 

struggled with what to do. After the senior pastor left, FPC had a three-year interim period 

that, at its beginning, caused the church body to become fearful of the future. Concerns 

about finding a new senior pastor were discussed. Fears regarding the loss of members and 
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the uncertainty of gaining new members were considered. The fear of the future was 

combatted with the pastors and elders of the church responding with praying and planning. 

New committees were formed. Ministry continued to happen at FPC.  

 

Hurricane Ike 

 Hurricane Ike was a category 5 hurricane that formed in the Gulf of Mexico in 

early November of 2008 and wreaked havoc in Houston. FPC’s staff response to this 

event revealed its deep resistance to engaging the local community with love and service. 

This portion of the discussion will show how the church staff at the time was too insular: 

focusing almost exclusively on the membership of the church, rather than giving much 

attention and energy to those beyond its walls. This example of the church’s response to 

Hurricane Ike points to a deficiency in the staff’s ecclesiology and understanding of the 

mission of FPC.  

As Ike neared, the church’s staff leadership met for a brief meeting to consider 

options for a post-hurricane response. The discussion primarily focused on when the 

church should close and possibly reopen. The leadership had no idea the devastation that 

would follow. The hurricane completely leveled Galveston, a nearby beach town. As it 

slowly moved through downtown Houston, the residents of Houston began to realize that 

recovery would take a long time. While there was considerable damage throughout 

Houston, many did not experience as much devastation as expected. The power was out 

in most areas of the city. Some regained power in just a few days, while others did not 

have power for several weeks.  
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 The church was closed for several days after Ike hit. When FPC reopened, there 

was a genuine question of evaluating options for how to minister to members and the 

community. Over the course of the next several days, the response was directed toward 

FPC’s membership and not the local community. The senior leadership decided that the 

best action was to call all members of the church to make sure they were safe and if they 

had any needs the church could meet. There was another decision not to allow people in 

the neighborhood to use the church’s ice machine, charge their cell phones, or use our 

Wi-Fi. The technology person said that there was no guarantee that anyone who entered 

our church to use Wi-Fi would not bring with them a terrible computer virus that would 

shut down the church’s system for weeks. The facilities person said that because the 

students from the private school on campus would be returning soon, not just anyone 

could come onto the church campus. The result was a decision not to allow neighborhood 

and others to charge their phones and pick up free ice. The FPC staff did very little for 

the local community after Hurricane Ike. 

 The lack of response to Ike for FPC’s surrounding community displayed a lack of 

interest, at the time, in reaching out to the local community. The decisions of the staff 

leadership were based on fear. Church members, however, praised the staff for calling 

countless members to ensure their safety. Ironically, the members that staff members 

called who answered their phone already had power and none had any real needs. A week 

later, after Houston settled, a question was posed to the senior leadership regarding the 
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ways in which the church campus could have been used to reach out to the community 

during the aftermath. Staff members did not have adequate answers to their questions.7 

 FPC’s staff’s non-response to the community during Hurricane Ike is an example 

of what the staff could have done to let the surrounding community know that God cares 

about them. There is a Presbyterian church school just up the road from FPC. The 

juxtaposition between their response and FPC’s was startling. There was a sign that read: 

“Please come use our Wi-Fi, charge your computer or even do laundry.”8 The result of 

such an inwardly focused lens for ministry at FPC led to conversations among the pastors 

and staff to seriously begin to think theologically about the surrounding community.  

 While the church building was not used to minister to the community, there were 

many stories that poured in regarding FPC’s membership reaching out to neighbors. One 

member purchased a chainsaw to cut several trees that fell on their fence. A $120 

chainsaw purchase enabled him to engage with two other neighbors. The two neighbors 

heard the church member cutting away at a large branch from his fence and decided to 

ask if they could use the chainsaw as well. The church member graciously agreed and 

actually helped clear the debris. They cut down trees and enjoyed conversation about life, 

sports, and Ike. This was one of many simple stories of how little things can truly matter. 

While the response of the church leadership was lacking with regard to the use of the 

church building, many individual church members displayed their faith in action toward 

loving and caring for their neighbors.  

 

                                                 
7 I was a part of some of these conversations and witnessed this firsthand.  

 
8 This was St. Andrews Presbyterian Church of Houston.  
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Capital Campaign 

 

 Another important aspect of the church culture at FPC is its use of money. There 

are positives and negatives with how FPC uses money. The positives center on 

benevolence giving. FPC generously supports many missionary organizations both 

globally and locally, there are numerous church initiatives that are funded through FPC’s 

budget, and there are extra gifts given to organizations from the endowment. FPC’s 

leadership seeks to be generous. The negatives focus on a lack of spiritual wisdom in how 

to use finances. FPC’s elder board, which includes pastors, is not always quick to pray 

about how to use the money in which they have been entrusted. When tithed dollars are 

abundant, a feeling of self-reliance and security diminishes the need for God’s direction 

and constant guidance. Both positive and negative forces were apparent in a capital 

campaign the church developed.  

 After the senior pastor left, FPC secured the services of an interim pastor. He is a 

pillar in the Houston community and is respected by many as a solid pastor who loves 

people. One of the gifts he possesses is the ability to raise money for the kingdom of 

God. Essentially, the pastor is a gifted fundraiser. He has raised tens of millions of dollars 

for churches and non-profits over his career. Through his influence, and that of several 

elders, it was decided to engage in a capital campaign. The four areas of the campaign 

included $5 million for upkeep and facility repairs, $2.5 million for local and global 

missions, and $2.5 million to pay down existing debt from the last capital campaign ten 

years prior. This campaign dominated the landscape of FPC from September 2008 until 

March 2009. Most of what the staff and church members heard, saw, and read had to do 
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with the campaign. FPC did not raise $10 million, but it did raise $8 million. Amidst the 

economic downturn the country has faced, many were happy with the result. 

 This campaign fed into FPC’s ethos and practice of big money and big vision. 

The quest for more money, larger buildings, and more people continues to challenge 

FPC’s leadership. The question of what God has been doing was superseded by this: 

“What can we do?” While this facet of the campaign was challenging, there was one 

particular result, aside from the amount of money raised, that benefitted the life of the 

church. The campaign brought shared vision and purpose for raising money for good 

things. This galvanized the congregation and helped people to focus on something 

positive, especially after the challenging times leading up to the campaign.  

 

Elders 

 

 The elder board at FPC must recapture its ordained role as guardians of the church 

body and spiritual leaders. In the past, the elders primarily have served as overseers of the 

budget and church campus. Elders have struggled to embrace their role as overseers of 

worship, mission, and ministry at FPC.9 There is a growing desire for FPC’s elders not 

only to continue their work in committees—but more importantly, to grow in prayer, 

disciple making, teaching, and ministry.  

The reformed tradition places a high value on the office of elder. Unbeknown to 

many elders at FPC, the office of elder and the office of minister of Word and 

Sacrament—or pastor—are very close in terms of the vows both groups make. The nine 

questions asked of both pastors and elders focus on theology and praxis. They are 

                                                 
9 I have heard this through stories of existing elders and experienced it firsthand in multiple 

session meetings.  
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questions of accountability, encouraging both to articulate a clear commitment to the 

local church body and its members. Elders and pastors share seven of the eight ordination 

questions. The only difference in the final question centers on the office of preaching and 

proclamation for the role and duty of a pastor. Every other question is the same and thus 

the response is the same by elder and pastor alike, “I will or I do.” Elders are reminded of 

this truth often at FPC. Elders must remember the vows they made during their ordination 

service. A recommitment to the lived answer to the ordination questions is vital to the 

ministry and work of elders at FPC.  

 There are many other sections of the PCUSA’s Book of Order that relay the 

importance of elders. For example, section G-2.03 states: 

Ruling elders, together with teaching elders, exercise leadership, government, 

spiritual discernment, and discipline and have responsibilities for the life of a 

congregation as well as the church at large, including ecumenical relationships. 

When elected by the congregation, they shall serve faithfully as members of the 

session. When elected commissioners to higher councils, elders participate and 

vote with the same authority as teaching elders, and they are eligible for any 

office.10  

 

In this way, elders are vital to ministry and leadership in the church. They also form an 

important piece of the ecclesiological heritage of FPC’s denominational tradition.  

 FPC’s body of elders, as a whole, is growing in effectively exercising the type of 

leadership described above. There are many elders who fulfill their leadership duties in a 

God-honoring way. Others in the body of elders, in a sense, have lost their way and have 

forgotten what it truly means to be an elder. The problems and issues facing some elders 

stem from a variety of sources and forces. Two in particular take prominence: syncretism 

                                                 
10 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Order: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church 

(U.S.A.)—Part II (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2011-2013), sect. G-2.03. 
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and consumerism. These two forces affect many at FPC, including pastors and elders 

alike. 

 Syncretism is “the attempted reconciliation or union of different or opposing 

principles, practices, or parties, as in philosophy or religion.”11 It is a problem that comes 

from current culture, and it has seeped slowly into FPC. It is subtle, yet it can be 

destructive. The type of syncretism that has infected FPC is twofold: an emphasis on 

worldly business practices and professionalized leadership. Worldly business practices 

are not necessarily negative or without integrity. On the contrary, many business 

practices are helpful to church life and management in general. The “worldly” business 

practices that have seeped into FPC do not cause destruction or lack integrity; they 

simply do not fit in a Christian context. The clergy are called upon to do the majority of 

the work with regard to actual hands-on ministry. This is not unique to FPC, but it 

continues to be problematic. When clergy are highly professionalized, they become the 

experts. Much like a doctor, lawyer, plumber, or psychologist, pastors have become the 

experts on how to run a church, how to minister to parishioners, and how to manage all 

the important duties of church life. Many pastors embrace this identity yet struggle with 

the theological implications of disempowering the people of God. True discipleship is 

inclusive of others in leadership and ministry. To be a leader in God’s Church is to be one 

who makes decisions but also lives into the identity of the high calling as priest and 

minister of the Lord, equipping all members as ministers and missionaries—inside and 

outside the church walls.  

                                                 
11 Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/syncretism?s=t (accessed October 26, 

2013), s.v. “syncretism.” 



 38  

 Another force with equal destructiveness that is under the umbrella of syncretism 

is consumerism. The church too easily can change with the fads, desires, and interests of 

the surrounding culture. Often this happens without theological integrity. In the past ten 

years, FPC has gone through three separate, unconnected vision-path processes. About 

seven years ago, FPC was a “purpose-driven church.”12 There were five “G’s” that 

organized FPC’s staff and committee structures: Guide, Grow, Give, Go, and Glorify.13 A 

few years later, through a consultant that was paid tens of thousands of dollars, FPC 

developed a new vision path that had the guide posts of invest/invite, serve, discipleship, 

and worship.14  

 Another potential obstacle that FPC elders have faced with regard to growing in 

spiritual leadership is described in great detail by Henri Nouwen. In his book, In the 

Name of Jesus, Nouwen labels this obstacle by using the three temptations of Jesus. The 

obstacles are as follows: to be relevant, to be spectacular, and to be powerful.15 The three 

temptations of Jesus appear to be similar temptations for pastors as well.  

 For FPC’s leadership, to be relevant manifests itself in how we understand the 

needs of members and visitors. Some believe that if the church can provide relevant 

ministries, people will come to Sunday service. To be spectacular manifests itself in 

FPC’s event-driven mentality, which emphasizes programs over people. This is 

accompanied by the need to have an abundance of financial resources and building 

                                                 
12 Warren. The Purpose Driven Church, 94. 

 
13 I witnessed this era firsthand during my first few years at FPC. 

 
14 I was a member of this vision committee and witnessed the discussion with the consultant 

firsthand. 

 
15 Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus (New York: Crossroad, 1989), 71. 
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campaigns. The temptation to be spectacular focuses leaders’ attention too much on 

building a church empire rather than investing in people.  

 To be powerful manifests itself in how members relate to one another within the 

Body of Christ. Those in positions of power often wield it in place of relationships. 

Nouwen describes it well when he writes: “One thing is clear to me: the temptation of 

power is greatest when intimacy is a threat. Much Christian leadership is exercised by 

people who do not know how to develop healthy, intimate relationships and have opted 

for power and control instead. Many Christian empire-builders have been people unable 

to give and receive love.”16 The temptation of power can be damaging to any church 

leadership and demands a thoughtful and prayerful posture to unseat. 

 The above events and relationships in the life of FPC paint a vivid picture of the 

overall tone and ethos of the staff leadership, elder board, and membership. FPC is a 

congregation that is learning how to grow spiritually, to include God in decisions, and to 

seek the good of all. The body of elders is being shaped by the Scriptures, is open to 

God’s direction, and is receptive to the leading of the Holy Spirit. The obstacles for 

spiritual depth are not new, but they affect every area of ministry at FPC. An attempt to 

slowly overcome these obstacles was made in 2008, when the most recent vision was 

formed: “Stated Vision – Three Pillars: Teaching, Small Groups and Missions.”17 

The vision of FPC has changed shape and focus, especially over the past ten 

years. A decade ago, the vision was directed toward evangelism and specifically drawing 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 60. 

 
17 H. Kerr Taylor, First Presbyterian Church of Houston, Vision 2013: Strategic Plan (Houston, 

TX: First Presbyterian Church of Houston, April 2008). 2. I collaborated with Taylor, the chairperson of 

the committee, in the creation of this vision document.  
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nominal Christians back to church. The intent was to create an atmosphere of ease and 

comfort on Sunday morning, where those who were once disenfranchised or frustrated 

with church would find it easier and non-threatening to return.  

During the interim period between senior pastors, a group of seven elders was 

commissioned by the session to develop a new vision for FPC. Their work was to include 

developing a five-year strategic plan to identify if there was any need to bring back the 

diaconate and to determine if a capital campaign was necessary. In 2008, this strategic 

planning committee gave its report. Committee members dismissed the idea of returning 

the diaconate to FPC and asserted that a capital campaign was necessary, in order to pay 

off debt and support local and international mission. Most importantly, they presented the 

new “pillars” vision for FPC. The teaching pillar was articulated as the manner by which 

doctrine and praxis are taught and learned by the congregation.18 The small groups pillar 

was described as the manner by which members learn to live in community together.19 

The missions pillar was described as the way in which members engage in mission within 

their particular sphere of influence, including neighborhood, home, work, and beyond.20   

The congregation has accepted these pillars as a framework for ministry at FPC. 

They have served as an inspiration to many who have longed for a clear framework for 

ministry. The staff especially has latched onto them as a structure. Of the three pillars, 

small groups have created the most visible spiritual fruit. This is seen through the 

ongoing stories of small group facilitators and participants.  

                                                 
18 Ibid., 7-9. 

 
19 Ibid. 

 
20 Ibid. 
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Accommodating Ministry 

 Under the leadership of a former pastor in the nineties, the church became the 

location for all religious life of its members. FPC was a seven-day-a-week church with 

non-stop activities. There were Monday night prayer meetings, Tuesday night committee 

meetings, Wednesday night children’s music practice and adult Bible studies, Thursday 

evening sporting events, Friday morning workout classes, Saturday morning basketball 

clubs, and Sunday morning services—just to name a few. The session and pastoral 

leadership affirmed this philosophy.  

This trend came about mainly due to a building project in the late nineties that 

cost upwards of $20 million.21 The stories related to that building project center on 

congregants’ desire for the church space to be used daily.22 This provided the feeling that 

the cost of building a larger church space would be worth it. The spiritual fruit was not 

always easily seen. The measurement of ministry metamorphosed from stories of 

changed lives to increased numbers. “How many were there?” was a question often 

asked, as though the number were the primary measurement of success. Scattered 

sporadically, however, are many stories of people growing in faith.23  

 With an effort to be a seven-day-a-week church, FPC inevitably became 

accommodating to people’s needs. The consumerist mentality took root and grew among 

                                                 
21 Reverend William Vanderbloemen, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2003; Reverend Carl 

Hamilton, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2003. 

 
22 Hamilton, interview; Reverend James Harper, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2003. 

 
23 Congregants at First Presbyterian Church, interviews by author, Houston, TX, 2003-2006. 

. 
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elders and pastors. Programs like Divorce Care,24 Love and Logic parental courses,25 and 

Alpha were well attended.26 These programs in particular were helpful for the growth of 

many members, but they also created busyness and confusion as to what was primary to a 

believer’s spiritual development.  

There was a shadowy side of maintaining so many church programs. It was 

difficult to say “no” to someone who wanted to start something new. In addition, it 

became a challenge to end dwindling programs that had been running for several years. 

An example of this is the Alpha program. When it began, there was energy and clear 

commitment behind it from staff, elders, and volunteers. After a few years, there was 

minimal participation and energy invested. The involved lay leaders and staff lost their 

commitment and passion about the Alpha program they had facilitated for some time, yet 

it was a challenge to finally terminate the ministry. 

 

Creative Ministry 

 FPC’s history reveals a church body that is creative and innovative in ministering 

to the community of Houston. Part of the ethos of the church in the 1940s and 1950s was 

to actively send people into neighborhoods and communities to start new churches. This 

involved planting congregations, launching new programs to meet needs in the 

community, and drawing professionals from a variety of fields into its membership.  

Church plants naturally grew from this ethos and practice. Over its history, FPC 

has planted seventeen churches, many of which continue to minister in Houston. Two 

                                                 
24 Divorce Care, http://www.divorcecare.org (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
25 Love and Logic, http://www.loveandlogic.com (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
26 Alpha, http://www.alphausa.org (accessed October 26, 2013). 
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prominent examples are Grace Presbyterian Church27 and St. Andrews Presbyterian 

Church.28  

In addition to planting churches, there are several other ministries that were born 

of FPC. First, in 1990, several women in the church began to think and pray about 

starting an after-school program in the Third Ward, a neighborhood adjacent to the 

church property. These women had been helping to tutor students at Macgregor School, 

which also is located in the Third Ward. This particular neighborhood is lower income 

and is primarily non-Caucasian. After much prayer and deliberation, they approached the 

senior pastor and asked for advice and guidance. He empowered them to seek counsel 

from others in the church and to determine what costs were associated for beginning an 

after-school program for the neighborhood.29  

 After conversations with church members, school leadership, and community 

leaders, The Nehemiah Center was born.30 In the past twenty years, The Nehemiah 

Center has ministered to hundreds of children through after-school tutoring, life skills 

training, sports opportunities, and family counseling. In 2011, a middle school was 

formed to help older children transition well into high school. The Nehemiah Center is an 

important part of FPC’s story in recent history.  

                                                 
27 Grace Presbyterian Church, http://www.gpch.org (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
28 St. Andrews Presbyterian Church, http://www.sapch.org (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
29 Jay Brown, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2005; Chris Athon, interview by author, 

Houston, TX, 2004. 

 
30 The Nehemiah Center, http://www.nehemiahcenterhouston.org (accessed October 26, 2013). 
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About ten years ago, another set of church members discovered a deep need 

among an overlooked population in the community of Houston. Recently released 

convicts and the homeless who were seeking shelter or work typically did not have any 

form of identification. A ministry called Operation ID was created to help people receive 

birth certificates and driver licenses in an attempt to get their life back on track. Over ten 

thousand men and women have gone through Operation ID.31  

Springing from Operation ID was another idea sparked in the minds and hearts of 

certain members and elders of FPC called the Shepherd’s Center.32 The Shepherds Center 

is a ministry that serves the poor and under-resourced of Houston. Main Street Ministry 

was created in 2008 to consolidate resources from Operation ID and Shepherd’s Center. 

Main Street serves as a resource for homeless and struggling individuals. The ministry 

began as a Thursday evening worship service and has turned into a beacon of light and 

hope for the homeless population, those without proper identification, and those in 

desperate need throughout Houston.  

 

Ministry Obstacles 

 It is a challenge to know what people believe theologically at FPC. With the 

church’s vast numbers, it is easy for people not to be known by other members, staff, 

pastors, and elders. While the Sunday school and small group ministries help people 

know one another more intimately, there are many congregants who do not participate in 

these opportunities at FPC. Many who attend FPC come from nominal Baptist, Catholic, 

                                                 
31 Operation ID, http://www.msmhouston.org/OperationID (accessed October 26, 2013). 

 
32 Operation ID, “Shepherd’s Center,” http://www.msmhouston.org/ShepherdsCenter (accessed 

October 26, 2013). 
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and Methodist backgrounds. As a result, there is a theological diversity among members. 

This is affirmed by the senior leadership of the church. FPC welcomes all people from 

varying theological backgrounds, which includes those who have no theological 

background at all. However, as a result of this dynamic, the broader congregation 

experiences biblical illiteracy, a deep-rooted consumerist mentality, and spiritual 

autonomy—all of which lead to shallow theology.  

 

Biblical Illiteracy 

One facet of Christian life that FPC leadership has noticed from time to time is the 

reality of biblical illiteracy at FPC. The way in which the leadership is confronted with 

this problem is through experience. The biblical illiteracy manifests in Sunday school 

class dialogue, small group discussions, and private conversation. For example, years ago, 

there was a seven-week teaching series on Wednesday nights. The course was entitled 

“What We Believe.”33 The themes included the Trinity, Christology, ecclesiology, and 

biblical theology. During the course, several questions related to the sacraments, the 

Trinity, and Christology were asked by attendees. It was clear during the discussion 

portion and answer time that several members of the class did not know or understand 

basic Christian doctrine, especially as it flows from the Bible with regard to these topics. 

As the teacher, I witnessed this firsthand. 

 If someone were to remark, “The members of FPC are biblically illiterate,” elders 

and leaders alike would certainly disagree with such a statement. A helpful measure of 

people’s biblical literacy is simply how well they know the stories and theology in the 

                                                 
33 Jon Crantz, “What We Believe” (lecture, First Presbyterian Church, Houston, TX, 2008). 
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Bible. The way in which leaders have measured the biblical literacy of the congregation 

is through personal experience in Sunday school classrooms, small groups, dinner 

gatherings, town hall meetings, and other fellowship gatherings where the Bible is taught 

and discussed. The experiences of elders, leaders, and pastors vary. Some contend that 

many members do not know the Bible as well as they should, while others state the 

opposite.34 Regarding the members who are not biblically literate, there is a widespread 

concern that FPC’s theological diversity has come at a price. The membership does not 

fully understand, appreciate, or believe in FPC’s strong reformed doctrine and beliefs.  

 

Consumerist Mentality 

 

 There is a subtle undercurrent in ministry at FPC that is consumerist in nature. 

Staff decisions are occasionally made with a worried perspective on members’ 

anticipated negative reaction. This posture colors much of what staff and elders do in 

planning and shaping ministry. Members’ comfort or sense of convenience, on occasion, 

takes precedence over values and mission. Due to this consumerist trend, change is 

challenging. The worship ministry at FPC is a microcosm of the consumerist mentality in 

the broader church.  

 FPC has four worship services, three of which have a distinct worship style. The 

8:15 a.m. gathering is a jazz-style service with songs from the 1980s. The songs are 

usually older, with a choir of fifteen women and men who lead. There is no single vocal 

leader. The 9:30 a.m. and 10:45 a.m. worship gatherings are traditional in style with 

grand hymns, prayers of confession, and the Kyrie. Also in this service, after the offering 

                                                 
34 Elders, interviews by author, Houston, TX, 2012.  
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is collected, the ushers bring the offering up into the chancel, as the people sing the 

doxology. Pastors wear robes and stoles during these two services. The music is led by 

the choir director. The 11:05 a.m. worship gathering is a contemporary service, with 

upbeat praise songs, the occasional hymn, freestyle prayers, and weekly communion. 

Music is led by a worship leader and rock band. Offering three distinct worship styles are 

a prime example of giving people what they want based on their perceived needs. 

Congregants enjoy having a choice of what worship style and service to attend. The 

consequences members often notice is a lack of connection with other church members 

who attend a different worship service. Deep community never develops among the 

congregants, because they rarely see the same face twice on a Sunday morning. 

Since all four worship gatherings at FPC begin before the noon hour, Sunday 

morning is a difficult task to manage logistically. Discussion over the necessity of three 

distinct worship styles has taken place over the last several years, with the same 

conclusion made: the church cannot “take away” someone’s worship service. The 

potential consequence would be devastation and rancor for those who would feel forgotten 

and betrayed by any decision to change their worship service. This is one example of the 

consumerist mentality at FPC. Another example is the lack of discussion in the staff and 

session moving away from a “worship first” mentality to a “discipleship first” mentality. 

Worship planning, discussion, and energy regarding problem solving take up many staff 

members’ time during a given week. This notion bleeds into the consumerist mentality of 

focusing on comfort and security in worship, rather than kingdom discipleship.  
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Autonomy 

 

 FPC has an assortment of ministries that meet weekly. Various Sunday school 

classes, small groups, senior adult luncheons, and other demographically based meetings 

are the norm both on campus and off campus. Most of these groups study biblical or 

theological material that they select apart from any input from the pastoral or staff 

leadership. In the past, if a group of people wanted to start a new Sunday school class or 

small group, they did so with little or no input from the leadership at FPC. While the 

autonomous nature of ministry at FPC has helped cultivate creativity among members, it 

has a significant drawback. The drawback is a lack of accountability between members 

and leadership with regard to teaching reformed content and cultivating a reformed 

perspective on doctrine and ministry. 

 Another major drawback to the autonomous nature of ministry is the lack of 

accountability and theological critique of ministry. When members function 

autonomously, there can be a lack of theological thinking that goes into decision making. 

With such a diverse set of ministries; there is a clear lack of vision that binds them all 

together under one core identity.  

Furthermore, such autonomous ministry does not effectively and systemically 

help believers grow. When church members decide how they wish to grow spiritually 

without much interaction with church leadership or other members, their choice often is 

to embrace a minimal commitment to fellowship, ministry, and programs that cultivate 

spiritual growth. When individual believers are left to make their own curriculum for 

spiritual formation, often it is lacking or non-existent. There is little to no gracious 

demand on their time, commitment, and energy in the realm of spiritual growth.  
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A strategic, church-wide plan is needed in order to help people grow. A 

comprehensive, compelling framework for discipleship will cause members to engage 

more in spiritual practices and ministry. This strategic plan must be consistently shared 

by pastoral leadership and elders in order to make it relevant and inspiring for members.  

 With the arrival of a new senior pastor, and a budding appreciation for genuine 

discipleship, the leadership of FPC is growing into a new era of change and commitment. 

The leadership wants FPC to be a church that makes disciples who go out and make other 

disciples. The fruit of such a philosophy of ministry does not focus on more money and 

bigger buildings but on the ways in which God is growing people into disciples of Jesus, 

so they will view their whole life as discipleship. Phillip Kenneson states it well: “We 

need to remind ourselves that Jesus never suggested that we should evaluate the health of 

his people by how much power they wielded or how much privilege they amassed. 

Rather, Jesus insisted that his followers would be identifiable as his followers by their 

fruit.”35 This fruit stems from the transformation of peoples’ character and how that 

transformation affects who they are and how they live. This will be the focus of the 

discussion in Part Two.  

 

 

 

                                                 
 35 Phillip Kenneson, Life on the Vine (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 10. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 The books highlighted in this chapter were chosen due to their clear teaching on 

spiritual formation, the effects of the spiritual disciplines, the obstacles to spiritual 

formation, and the need for leading change. Willard’s three books capture the essence of 

spiritual formation as they apply to God’s kingdom on earth. He contends that the spiritual 

disciplines are the primary means by which Christians grow. John Calvin gives detail to 

the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer as the foundation for spiritual 

formation. Barber paints a vivid picture of one of the main obstacles to spiritual formation, 

which is consumerism. Stephen E. Toulmin describes the negative aspects of modernity 

on Western culture and the way forward. Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky describe 

the rigors of transformative leadership and the manners by which leaders can learn, grow, 

and create positive change in their organization. Finally, St. Francis de Sales offers a set of 

practices that are helpful to all Christians in their engagement of disciplines to deepen 

their relationship with the Lord. Collectively, these authors show the importance of 

spiritual formation in the life of the individual believer and how it is best developed in a 

community led by Spirit-empowered leadership.  
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Dallas Willard’s Three Significant Contributions 

 

The Divine Conspiracy by Willard 

 Willard’s influential work, The Divine Conspiracy, has had a profound impact on 

the Church.1 It is a book about the kingdom of God and the Christian’s place in it. 

Willard believes that the kingdom of God is now; and as a result, the kind of person who 

God wants all Christians to become like is Jesus Christ. Romans 8:29 is, in essence, what 

God has been planning all along: Christians are to conform to the image of Jesus Christ.  

However, there are two fundamental problems that Christians face. First, 

Christians often have a misunderstanding of sin. Willard calls this problem “the gospel of 

sin management.”2 Christians can easily place primacy on Jesus’ atoning work on the 

cross as the means by which to be forgiven of sins and that this truth is all there is with 

regard to the life of discipleship. Many think that when they accept Jesus into their life, 

he forgives sin and that is the end of the process. According to this perspective, the life of 

discipleship has little to do with believers actually becoming like Jesus. This gospel of sin 

management is a narrow view of the atonement of Jesus, and it is a barrier to real life 

discipleship.  

The second issue Willard raises is that many Christians do not take the words of 

Jesus and the Bible seriously. Willard relates this with Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on 

the Mount (Matthew 5-7) and says how Christians can easily idealize the Sermon on the 

                                                 
1 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life with God (San 

Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 1997). 

 
2 Ibid., 41. 
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Mount, believing that Jesus was not insinuating that his disciples take him literally.3 

Christians can believe, Willard says, that the Sermon on the Mount is an ideal that Jesus 

expressed and not a reality to be experienced and obeyed. These are two huge barriers to 

overcome in the current view of Christian discipleship.  

Willard emphasizes that the manner by which these obstacles are overcome 

begins with a stronger and more biblical understanding of discipleship—in essence, 

becoming an apprentice of Jesus.4 In order to apprentice oneself to Jesus, one must learn 

to embrace Matthew 7:24-25 wholeheartedly: “Therefore everyone who hears these 

words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the 

rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that 

house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock.” Jesus also said in 

Matthew 28:18-20, “Obey everything I have commanded you.” Obeying the word of 

Jesus and putting his teachings into practice summarize well Christian faithfulness. God 

wants his people to become like Jesus.  

As an example, Willard looks at the literal nature of the teaching in the Sermon on 

the Mount.5 When someone spits on a believer (physically and verbally) the natural 

response must be to turn the other cheek. Christians do not respond with vengeance but 

with poise (Matthew 5:38-42). When believers are confronted with a troubling neighbor, 

they choose to love instead of ignore. When a brother or sister in faith angers a Christian, 

the individual does not remain silent but cares enough to confront in a loving and open 

                                                 
3 Ibid., xv. 

 
4 Ibid., 271-274. 

 
5 Ibid., 105-106. 
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manner (Matthew 5:21-26). There are many other important teachings from Jesus in the 

Sermon on the Mount. Within this sermon, the reader sees a picture of who Jesus was, 

how he related to others, and what he wants his disciples to become.  

The eighth and ninth chapters of The Divine Conspiracy are key texts with regard 

to understanding the nature of apprenticeship to Jesus. They note that an important aspect 

of living as an apprentice of Jesus is to spend time with him.6 Apprenticeship is not a 

situational type of discipleship. It is a daily, intelligent regimen of devotion to God.  

Willard slowly develops a helpful curriculum for Christlikeness. Key elements include 

the life of one’s mind and thoughts.7 He suggests that Psalm 16:5-11 is a helpful text to 

consider the journey of faith and how it relates to God. Embracing the beauty, truth, 

majesty, lordship, kingship, and friendship of Jesus—and engaging in a rigorous training 

regimen, which includes the spiritual disciplines—are hallmarks to the spiritual formation 

of every believer.8  

Willard gives the reader what he calls the “Golden Triangle of Spiritual Growth.”9 

At the top of the triangle is the work of God in the world and in people. At the bottom 

right of the triangle is a disciple’s work in living the disciplined life of devotion. The 

bottom left represents the ordinary events of life that are redeemed by God, which is how 

disciples learn to do the same things differently. Finally, in the middle of the triangle is 

the Christian who is centered on the person and mind of Jesus Christ. This triangle 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 271-274. 

 
7 Ibid., 296. 

 
8 Ibid., 321, 353-364. 

 
9 Ibid., 347. 
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encapsulates the give and take among the Holy Spirit, the individual Christian, and the 

circumstances of ordinary life.  

In summary, Willard’s work conveys the need for holistic discipleship under the 

kingly rule and reign of God in this present life. Willard brings clarity to the essence of 

discipleship, which aids in forming a framework for discipleship at FPC. While this book 

develops a framework, it does not specifically address the actual plan for discipleship. 

The following book helps to clarify a strategy for cultivating discipleship at FPC.  

 

The Spirit of the Disciplines by Willard 

Another book by Willard is The Spirit of the Disciplines. Here Willard delivers a 

thoughtful and engaging approach to the spiritual disciplines. The task of understanding 

and incorporating the disciplines in the everyday life of a believer is not easy, yet Willard 

makes this topic accessible. He challenges the reader to view Christlikeness as something 

that can and should be pursued. He writes: “Few of us, if any, can see this [pursuing 

Christlikeness] as a real possibility for ourselves or others we know.”10 Church members 

I have known specifically have shared this sentiment.11 For many, there is a general 

assumption that becoming like Christ is not possible. Willard goes on to affirm this, when 

he says that the Church has “lost sight of the type of life in which such growth would be a 

realistic and predictable possibility.”12 Willard advocates moving through the barrier of 

doubt to embrace the life to which Christ calls his followers, a life that seeks after him. 

                                                 
10 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 12. 

 
11 Sam Murray, interview by author, Houston, TX, 2006; Jeff French, interview by author, 

Houston, TX, 2006. 

 
12 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 16. 
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The good that God is working out on behalf of those who love God is conformity to Jesus 

Christ. In other words, God has planned, from before the dawn of time, for Christians to 

grow into the image and likeness of Jesus. Willard asserts that the means by which 

believers grow are the spiritual disciplines.  

 Part of the reason why people do not attempt to practice the disciplines is because 

they believe that salvation is the end goal rather than a new way of life. Willard helps the 

reader re-imagine what salvation actually is: it is more than the forgiveness of sin, it is 

redefining the whole person and the whole life. Christians no longer need to settle for a 

view of sanctification that is without clear transformation. The disciplines are the means 

of growth.  

 Christian character must be a high value to believers in Christ. The disciplines not 

only help believers seek after God; they also help cultivate Christian character. God 

partners with believers, using the spiritual disciplines to help Christians grow into the 

kind of people God desires. The disciplines, Willard contends, are the “realistic methods 

of human transformation.13 This source convinces the reader that the spiritual disciplines 

are vital to the Christian life. They are the means and strategy for spiritual growth. For 

church members at FPC, the disciplines can serve as the main practices for spiritual 

formation countering autonomy. While Willard creates a strategy for formation, he does 

not offer a detailed, practical series of steps toward implementation. Individuals and 

churches must create the steps toward practicing the spiritual disciplines as a way of life.  
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Renovation of the Heart by Willard 

 Willard begins his Renovation of the Heart with an accurate state of humanity. He 

writes that every person is in need of repair in the inner self. He says that unless one 

understands the ruined self, unless one take steps to deny oneself, which is “a settled 

condition of life,”14 one will never fully engage in Christian spiritual formation. The issue 

at hand is the complete renewal of a person’s inner self, which is the heart or character of 

the individual. This renewal comes from God alone; but effort and energy are involved 

from a given person, so that the individual may become more like Jesus’ inner person and 

character. This is the goal of Christian spiritual formation.  

While there is a constant merging of the inner change and the outer result, the first 

change must always be in the inner person.15 A nominal Christian can be pushed into acts 

of mission and service and grow spiritually as a result, but the real change must occur in 

the heart. Only real inner transformation can have a lasting effect on the thoughts, 

attitudes, and decisions of a person. The transformation of the inner person is the fuel by 

which the outer person is transformed.  

 Willard believes that this inner transformation can and should occur in Christians. 

The effort given is in a person’s vision, intent, and means.16 This is a helpful triad in 

order to remember what part human beings play in their own spiritual formation. The 

vision is to see the path and the intended result. The intention involves the decision to 

travel the path. The means are the tools used in the journey. Ideas and images need to be 
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redeemed in the minds of believers as a first step toward transformation.17 Willard’s triad 

is a new and profound way of considering transformation of the inner person. People 

need to replace fallen, evil images and ideas with good ones (cf. Romans 12:1). This is 

the part that believers endeavor to undertake, but only with God’s help can it be 

accomplished. This includes feelings, character, soul, body, and heart. The transformation 

of these areas directly affects the social being as well. It is a comprehensive spiritual 

formation that includes all of life.  

 Willard’s ninth chapter captures one area in particular that has held Christians 

captive: living under the power of sin as it relates to our bodies.18 This area and topic is a 

significant obstacle to the life of believers. Sin is a paralyzing obstacle to spiritual 

formation, and it needs to be addressed in the life and practice of every believer. Too 

often, asserts Willard, Christians succumb to the notion that sinning is a forgone 

conclusion rather than a choice.19 The Apostle Paul demonstrates a clear biblical 

perspective about sin in Romans 6. This text captures a perspective shift all Christians 

must make:  

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 

Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but 

rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; 

and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. For sin 

shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.” 

(Romans 6:13-14) 

 

Willard says that a church must not only communicate that the penalty of sin, which is 

eternal death, has been removed for Christians; it also must recognize that the power of 
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sin and its reign over believers has been redefined. While believers are not immune to the 

power of sin and its destructiveness, those in Christ are under new dominion, which is the 

power of God. God’s power through the Holy Spirit gives believers the ability to resist 

temptation and flee from sin. Believers no longer have to live under sin. 

 Willard states that if every believer intends to be on the journey of spiritual 

formation, the local church is the place in which this transformation can and should take 

place.20 If churches are dedicated to the formation of their members’ hearts, the work and 

ministry would be entirely focused on this process. The main obstacle to churches living 

into this calling is distraction. There are too many things to do that keep churches from 

focusing on spiritual formation as primary work. Another significant issue facing today’s 

church is the notion that “regular church services”21 are a satisfactory avenue in helping a 

Christian person grow. Pastors and elders have put too much confidence in this fallacy. 

Willard says that the local church must experience renewal in the basics of faith, with 

special attention given to developing a plan for spiritual formation for all members.22  

 In summary, Willard believes that spiritual formation is the path that all 

Christians travel and that God invites all those in Christ to participate in what he is doing 

in the inner self. Much of this book focuses on the responsibility of the individual 

believer for personal growth in Christ. Every Christian, says Willard, must give 

thoughtful effort toward growing into the image and likeness of putting on the character 

of Jesus Christ. There is no quick remedy for the ruined soul. There is only a lifelong 
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commitment to the transformation of character that should be pursued. Coming to grips 

with the reality of sin is an important aspect of spiritual formation for Willard in 

conjunction with the reality of the power of God, not only to free people from sin but to 

put them on the trajectory of becoming like Jesus Christ.  

 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book III, by John Calvin 

Calvin has written a comprehensive systematic and biblical theology in his 

Institutes of the Christian Religion. His theology of spiritual formation clearly brings 

shape and definition to the life of a believer. The key components of Calvin’s theology of 

spiritual formation include the inner work of the Holy Spirit, the centrality of faith in 

Jesus Christ, a proper understanding of righteousness, and the role of prayer and 

obedience to the life of a believer. Calvin’s influence and perspective are important to 

understand, since his doctrine has shaped the theology of FPC.  

Calvin calls the work of the Holy Spirit “a secret operation.”23 The attributes of 

the Spirit that Calvin describes are profound: The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of adoption, the 

Spirit of Christ and of God, and the manner by which God seals his Spirit in human 

hearts and gives water to drink.24 Calvin’s treatment of the Spirit is thorough, 

comprehensive, and practical. He explains how the manifestation of the Spirit at work in 

believers will bring heavenly wisdom, transformation of character, and increased faith.25  
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Faith for Calvin is knowledge and trust in the Triune God.26 It is not scholarly 

knowledge or comprehension; rather with understanding, it is primarily relational. True 

faith causes the believer to search for God in all circumstances: the good and the bad, the 

joys and the sufferings. Ultimately, faith is what a believer can have in God; through 

Christ, the Spirit can initiate the assurance of salvation. Repentance and faith go together. 

Repentance leads to the transformation of the soul; it comes from a true fear of God and 

the mortification of the flesh and quickening of the Spirit.27  

 Calvin’s description of the Christian life is moving. Righteousness is a theme that 

continues throughout these chapters, and the believer must have a “special love for 

righteousness.”28 This love for righteousness translates into action. This love is born 

through a love of God and a desire to allow the Scriptures to shape and mold the believer. 

It also includes denying self and putting on a right attitude and perspective.29 Denying 

self is a precursor to serving God. Humility and charity are key. Pursuing righteousness 

and self-denial are key to the Christian life for Calvin.  

 Calvin’s rule on prayer is enlightening. It is reminiscent of Luther’s prayer time.30 

Calvin pushes the reader to actually believe that prayer is conversation with God.31 It is 

an activity of the mind, heart, and will. Prayer is setting aside confidence in one’s 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 348. 

 
27 Ibid., 389-390. 

 
28 Ibid., 444. 

 
29 Ibid., 451. 

 
30 Martin Luther, A Simple Way to Pray, trans. Matthew Harrison (St. Louis, MO: Concordia, 2012). 

 
31 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 565. 

 



 62  

intuition, prowess, and need to control. It serves as a reminder that God is great and 

people are not. Prayer means coming to God humbly, ridding oneself of pride, and 

recognizing one’s need for God. According to Calvin, it is the hope and anticipation that 

God is listening and that he will consider the prayers of his people. Calvin concludes by 

writing: “If, with minds thus framed to obedience, we allow ourselves to be governed by 

the laws of divine providence, we shall easily learn to persevere in prayer, and 

suspending our own desires wait patiently for the Lord.”32 For Calvin, obedience to the 

Word of God is a marker of growth and maturity for believers.  

 The book helps summarize the important pieces of spiritual formation. As one of 

the forefathers of the reformed faith, attention to Calvin is important and lends credibility 

to a theology of spiritual formation. His theology of the Holy Spirit as it applies to 

spiritual growth is a necessary and succinct reminder of the importance of God’s role in 

the life and maturity of believers. At FPC, a growing attentiveness to the inner working 

of the Holy Spirit will be vital to crafting a strategy for discipleship. One hurdle for FPC 

congregants to fully embrace Calvin’s doctrine is the fact that his work was written so 

long ago. It is not always easy for contemporary Christians in this context to embrace the 

theology and doctrine of historical figures. 

 

Cosmopolis by Stephen Toulmin 

In Cosmopolis, Toulmin addresses the genesis of modernity and how it affects 

today’s society.33 He identifies the frameworks, philosophies, and ideologies that should 
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remain from modernity as society moves into postmodernity. He also develops the proper 

intellectual posture citizens should adopt in confronting the future.34 Two major areas 

covered in his book are the main forces that formed modernity and how society and 

culture moved into postmodernity. Toulmin combines these themes and frameworks from 

pre-modern humanism with modernity, thus humanizing modernity.  

While the definitive beginning of modernity is elusive, there are some key 

elements that brought about this new philosophy: the creation of the nation-state, 

moveable type, the assassination of King Henry of Navarre, the Thirty Years War, and 

the religious freedom for laity.35 Within modernity, a quest slowly began to discover 

Cosmopolis, the utopic integration of nature and society. According to Toulmin, this 

quest continued with René Descartes and Isaac Newton as key figures in this new 

philosophy.36 He describes how the Cartesian Dichotomy separated human experience 

from natural phenomena, reason from emotion, and how Newtonian physics established 

certainty and predictability.37 A shift occurred over time from the uncertainty, ambiguity, 

and differences of opinion found in humanism to a drive for certainty, rationality, and 

predictability. These modern metaphors have dominated Western culture and thinking in 

the areas of philosophy, history, politics, economics, and religion for the last three to four 

hundred years.38  
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As this movement and philosophy continued to take shape in the seventeenth 

century, modern thinkers strove for the “pursuit of mathematical exactitude and logical 

rigor, intellectual certainty and moral purity.”39 Three dreams of the rationalists were 

rational method, unified science, and an exact language that all were “designed to purify 

the operations of human reason.”40 The intent of modernity was to bring answers to 

questions, to move from uncertainty to certainty. The movement also included the shift 

from oral to written, particular to universal, local to general, and timely to timeless.41  

Toulmin often uses the phrase “humanizing modernity,” which is his summary of 

what a future could be for the West. While society never truly can begin afresh with a 

clean slate, it can develop an intellectual posture that considers “how theory touches 

practice.”42 The intellectual posture Toulmin suggests for the future is captured in the 

following statement: relevance takes precedence over excellence.43 Function and 

adaptability are more important than stability and system.  

Cosmopolis speaks into the world of pastoral leadership—particularly to large, 

denominational churches steeped in modern practices and attitudes. Toulmin has given 

language to engage FPC’s local context. The ecclesiology at FPC is too focused on 

certainty, exactitude, predictability, and economics. Financial decisions drive much of 

what the church does. Quantitative measurement is a primary goal. The unintentional 
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objectification of people can be commonplace. These attitudes and postures are not based 

on the particular but on the general. As Toulmin suggests, leadership must consider new 

ways of speaking into the lives of congregants who are unknowingly trapped by the 

forces of modernity. 

In light of this book and topic, an intellectual posture for the future based on 

Toulmin’s ideals can be established. For many at FPC, the church exists to provide 

spiritual goods and services to the spiritual consumer. It is a hope for FPC that a common 

language will be developed to begin the process of re-imagining and rediscovering what 

it means to be God’s people. Toulmin also recommends that people recapture a sense of 

oral communication.44 In the context of the Church, words to a pastor are as paints and 

charcoal and pastels and watercolors are to an artist. For a pastor, they are vital to the 

process of re-imagining and rediscovering what it means to be God’s people. 

 

Consumed: How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantilize Adults, and 

Swallow Citizens Whole by Benjamin Barber 

 

 One of the negative forces of capitalism that seeps into the Western citizen’s life 

and practice is consumerism. Consumerism is a process, philosophy, attitude, and 

practice of utilizing goods and services within a society or culture. In Consumed, Barber 

paints a vivid picture of the perpetually negative effects consumerism has on people in 

the United States.  

For Barber, it is an all-pervasive force that often goes unnoticed. Consumerism 

creates a culture of narcissism and self-indulgence. It is an insidious force. He posits: 
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“The diseases of prosperity which are the afflictions of capitalism do not kill outright. 

They violate no explicit laws of justice. Yet capitalism’s success breeds new and 

dangerous challenges.”45 These “new and dangerous challenges” affect children and 

adults alike. For children, they are put in the precarious position of budding consumers. 

Companies marketing their products to children, who spend or affect the spending of 

billions of dollars each year. In the United States culture, children are bred to be 

consumers. For adults, “the infantilist ethos generates a set of habits, preferences, and 

attitudes that encourage and legitimate [sic] childishness.”46 Adults surprisingly are 

taught to be childlike in their attitude toward consumption.  

 As consumerism continues to flourish, people are bombarded with images, stories, 

and products that scream, “Buy me.” As a culture, citizens are told to buy things they do 

not really need but are told that they must possess. In this way, consumerism creates the 

impression of needs. Citizens are barraged “by a ceaseless manufacture of pseudo-

needs.”47 Citizens naturally and easily slip into the cycle of purchasing a product, using it 

for some time, seeing another newer and therefore better product is available, and 

purchasing that product. Perceived obsolescence has become the norm in North American 

culture.  

Consumerism also breeds “self-involved private choice and narcissistic personal 

gain.”48 Embedded within the force of consumerism is a pointed and unyielding push for 

                                                 
45 Barber, Consumed, 4. 

 
46 Ibid., 81. 

 
47 Ibid., 11. 

 
48 Ibid. 15. 



 67  

people to focus solely on self. The autonomous self becomes a god. Decisions to help 

others become grounded in a narcissistic altruism that defies logic. In addition, Barber 

suggests that people can “moralize greed and encourage those who may have qualms to 

embrace it—a definition of the new ethos.”49 Greed, therefore, undergirds the consumptive 

habits of citizens with little or no voices challenging this behavior and attitude.  

Barber gives a concise description of additional negative effects of consumerism: 

“Easy over hard, simple over complex, and fast over slow.”50 Each expression bears 

explanation. “Easy over hard” is the compulsion for citizens to lack discipline and effort 

as a life posture. Technology, says Barber, can cultivate this attitude. “Simple over 

complex” relates to childlike tendencies of adults in daily life. Children often seek the 

simple over complex manner in order to make a decision. The infantilization of adults 

includes this perspective. “Fast over slow” also directly relates to the impact of 

technology in today’s society. Technology has its positive impact on culture in more 

ways than can be described, yet it also comes at a great cost: people typically want things 

done quickly, rather than slowly. Mobile handheld devices add to the notion that work 

can be done at a pace that, decades earlier, was not thought possible.  

 For Barber, the solution to the negative aspects of consumerism centers around an 

intentional, willful decision of consumers to educate themselves on the dangers of 

rampant consumerism. The educational process ideally will lead to “change the way we 

interact with mass media and the way in which meaning is produced in our society.”51   
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Awareness is key. After reading Barber’s book, for example, it would be a challenge for 

any individual to continue to naively participate in unchecked consumerism.  

The reason Barber’s book is so important for Christians is that the negative force 

of consumerism also has colonized the Christian Church in the West. Many Christians 

show little difference in consumptive habits from those of non-Christians. The quest for 

more must be subverted to a life of simplicity. Barber’s assessment of consumerism is 

accurate and must be considered by Christians, so a new set of countercultural practices 

can be established.  

This book has profound implications for members of FPC, not only as Christians 

but as citizens. Barber’s articulate presentation of the negative aspects of consumerism that 

affect the broader culture is stunning. The leadership of FPC would be wise to take the 

information presented in this book to heart. FPC must wrestle with the tension of equipping 

and training without the overuse of marketing and selling programs to its members. Since 

this book was not written from a Christian perspective, Barber’s only limitation is the lack 

of expounding the biblical witness of simplicity. This was not his intention; but given the 

present context, it must be approached from a Christian perspective. 

 

Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading 

by Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky 

 

Leadership on the Line is a plea from Heifetz and Linsky for leaders of all types 

and personalities to lead with purpose, courage, and thoughtfulness.52 They see the 

exercise of leadership as an important and dangerous endeavor. The authors’ years of 
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experience flow on nearly every page with simple and practical advice for the reader to 

consider. Heifetz and Linsky address two main issues: the dangers of leadership and the 

rigors of leaders persevering through change.53 Leadership is dangerous because around 

every corner there are pitfalls and obstacles to leading, both subversive and overt.54 Any 

change, for example, easily can become a threat to one’s leadership. Heifetz and Linsky 

state, “People do not resist change. People resist loss.”55 When change occurs, those who 

perceive to lose the most may in fact fight hardest to resist the change. “The people who 

oppose what you are trying to accomplish are usually those with the most to lose by your 

success.”56      

The dangers of leadership are very real and often can go unnoticed. Leaders can 

be marginalized, diverted, directly attacked, or seduced by those around them. The 

authors suggest a thoughtful way of dealing with the above four dangers, which is to get 

on the “balcony.”57 The balcony is a self-reflective tool that is imperative for a leader in 

any situation. Heifetz and Linsky suggest that leaders should have eye on “the dance 

floor” (the actual organization) while spending time “on the balcony” (a place of 

reflection).58 This process helps leaders to step outside the situation, while still remaining 

engaged in it. Perspective in the middle of any situation or circumstance is essential to 
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leadership. The image of the balcony gives perspective while living in the midst of 

change, struggle, conflict, or success. One of the pitfalls of this metaphor, says Heifetz 

and Linsky, is the temptation to stay on the balcony. Times of reflection and discernment 

are helpful, but the course for action is not the balcony. Leaders must move back onto the 

dance floor—which is to say, leaders must re-engage in the problem or issue in order to 

take appropriate action.  

An important challenge for leaders to understand is the difference between two 

types of problems: technical versus adaptive. The distinctions between the two are a 

theme throughout this book. A technical challenge is where a solution already exists 

within the organization.59 An adaptive challenge causes the organization to change, 

because the tools necessary to solve the problem are not internal or previously known and 

the solution is uncertain.60 Part of the leader’s responsibility is to correctly identify an 

issue as being technical or adaptive and to conscientiously move through the process of 

change and problem solving. The language and metaphor of the balcony help here. In 

order to properly assess between the two types of problems, leaders must spend time in 

thoughtful self-reflection.  

Heifetz and Linsky suggest that another important aspect of good leadership is the 

ability to inject and lead people or an organization through change.61 Change is inevitable 

in order for organizations to grow and mature. At times, leaders initiate the change; and 

at other times, leaders must respond to change. Leading in the midst of change is 
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challenging and can cause great pain to both leaders and organizations. One factor that is 

a continual challenge to leaders is the ability to seek the counsel of people outside the 

core group of a given organization. Heifetz and Linsky explain, “Creating change 

requires you to move beyond your own cohort, beyond your own constituents, your ‘true 

believers.’”62 Leaders must be in relationship with people who are in opposition to an 

idea or change. They must continually check the opposition’s temperature and 

understanding of issues. This is helpful because more often than not leaders have frequent 

conversations with close friends and colleagues, especially when a particular issue is 

contentious. Rarely are people outside the core group consulted, especially those with 

whom trust is lacking. Another important aspect of the risks of adaptive change is the fact 

that often the leader can embody the issue at hand. The authors offer this caution: 

“Remember, when you lead, people don’t love you or hate you. Mostly they don’t even 

know you. They love or hate the positions you represent.”63   

With respect to the FPC ministry context, a point of great encouragement in this 

book was the topic of distinguishing role from self.64 This skill allows the leader to 

separate positions from people as an attempt to focus on issues rather than personalities. 

This also affects leaders personally. A role or position that is embraced is different from a 

sense of self. In a similar light, the section on self-care was also constructive, especially 

the part on criticism and praise.65 This understanding of people in general is invaluable in 
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fostering a strong sense of self in the leader as well as the ability to separate role from 

others within the organization. This process of reflection is crucial to any group or 

organization, because it brings clarity in distinguishing between what a person does and 

who a person is.  

Heifetz and Linsky also convincingly address leaders who call themselves 

realists.66 A realist is someone who sees the facts and makes judgments based purely on 

observation. The authors say that self-identified realists can mask their true identity, that 

of a cynic. Cynicism has no place in leadership and must be exposed and combatted.67  

Perhaps the most glaring deficiency that this book reveals in leadership is the lack 

of a time and place for sanctuary.68 Many leaders have ample excuses: young children at 

home, busy work schedule, and demands on time and energy during the week. In 

ministry, leaders also can have excuses: busy church life, meetings, activities with spouse 

and children, additional post-graduate degrees, and many other demands. Times of rest 

and sanctuary are often non-existent. The word people in the Church use is “Sabbath,” a 

weekly time where rest and play are part of the rhythm of life.  

The end of the book is both hopeful and inspiring. Heifetz and Linsky charge 

leaders to recapture a sacred, open heart through innocence, curiosity, and compassion.69 

The takeaway is to try and understand the tension between being on the dance floor and 

on the balcony at the same time. The leader’s goal in ministry becomes to engage in more 
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reflection regarding church-related issues and to continue to reflect on the differences 

between a technical and adaptive challenge. Leaders also must invest more time in 

evaluating problems as they arise, seeking the opinion and voice of those not within their 

sphere of influence.  

Heifetz and Linsky substantiate the need for leaders to cultivate practices and 

habits that enhance their given organization and encourage constituents to live and 

flourish through change. This book has profound impact on the leadership of FPC by 

challenging pastors and elders to spend more time in reflection about vision, values, and 

measurement. Similar to Barber, this book was not written through the lens of the Church 

so it is limited in how it would be received by members. It does, however, give practical 

tools for facing leadership challenges. With regard to this project, this book will be an 

important text in leading others into adopting a new set of practices—namely, the 

spiritual disciplines.  

 

Introduction to the Devout Life by St. Francis de Sales 

In Introduction to the Devout Life, de Sales has written a brilliant theology and 

praxis for the spiritual life of a Christian.70 This work reveals de Sales as a master of 

metaphor and easily connects with the reader. The “devout life” for de Sales is one that 

can be experienced by every Christian and not just clergy and churchmen.71 God interacts 

with normal, ordinary people doing normal, ordinary things. “It is an error, or rather a 
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heresy, to say that devotion is incompatible with the life of a soldier, a tradesman, a 

prince, or a married woman.”72   

This is not always easily understood and experienced for every Christian, admits 

de Sales.73 The barrier to such a life is primarily belief. Many Christians tend to have 

trouble believing that a loving relationship with God can and should be experienced; yet 

even in vocation, they can experience a devotional life that is rich and God-focused. The 

strategy and practice for devotion to God for ordinary people is helpful and easy to 

understand.  

 The author takes the reader on a journey through a systematic practice of spiritual 

disciplines. His order is thoughtful. He takes the “God-lover” through repentance and 

renouncing of sin, the prayers of devotion, and the practices and virtues of a mature 

Christian.74 For the modern reader, it is difficult to connect with such a rigorously 

planned and regimented faith practice. Modern Christians want to be free to be 

autonomous. However, there are two aspects de Sales highlights that are important to 

Christian spiritual formation. First, he brings great attention to morning and evening 

prayer.75 Both times of prayer are useful for self-reflection and daily life. Morning prayer 

is a time to ask God to interact with one’s day, while evening prayer is a time of 

evaluation as to how the day went. Second, de Sales’ chapters regarding the topic of 
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being rich in spirit are also helpful to modern readers.76 It would do wealthy people 

well—such as those at FPC, for example—to consider his teaching on the acceptable 

theology of possessions: that if believers become too possessed by their possessions, 

drastic measures must be taken. To be rich in spirit is to be kind, generous, and faithful.77  

 The third portion of the book focuses on virtues and gives the reader a set of 

attitudes, postures, and practices as a target for maturity. There are several parameters 

that de Sales sets with regard to the virtues. First, love must be at the heart and center of 

all Christian attitude and practice.78 Love is a hallmark of the life of every believer and is 

central to any discussion or writing on Christian virtues. Second, the quest for perfection 

must be abandoned.79 No one is perfect, only maturing. Any desire for perfection 

ultimately will dismantle the devotional life of a believer. Finally, the virtues must be 

practiced and cultivated discreetly.80 Showy disciples who flaunt their practice of virtues 

are strongly discouraged by de Sales.  

Overall, this book is a beneficial series of practices to help the Christian grow into 

a deeper walk with Jesus. While de Sales presents a series of practices, he never intends 

the life of a believer to be legalistic. A good summary of this book is as follows: 

“Devotion being, then, a certain excellent degree of love, it makes us not only active and 

diligent in the observance of God’s commandments, but also rouses us to perform every 
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good work with affectionate alacrity, even though it is not a commandment but merely 

commendable.”81 This life of devotion can be experienced every day.  

For non-clergy, the devout life is meant to perfect one’s vocation rather than be a 

liability to it. The pursuit of God through prayer, reflection, accountability, and Bible 

study only beautifies one’s vocation. He also writes: “Love and devotion differ from each 

other no more than fire does from flame. Love is a spiritual fire that when inflamed is 

called devotion.”82 Love and devotion to God go hand and hand. It is impossible to have 

one and not the other, emphasizes de Sales, who writes about the bond between the two 

with specific practices to help cultivate both. This book will serve as a resource for the 

practical steps believers at FPC can take in order to incorporate the spiritual disciplines 

into their daily lives. The directions de Sales gives are simple and clear. He is a credible 

witness to the profound impact the spiritual disciplines can and will have on believers. 

Similar to Calvin, members may find it difficult to connect with a book written so long 

ago. This source ultimately will begin a conversation on the practical, simple steps 

members can take to build the disciplines into their daily spirituality.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 

In summary, these collected works speak into the spiritual life of every believer, 

the profound obstacles to spiritual formation, and the need for balanced Christ-centered 

leaders and pastors who are unafraid of risk and change. These books will function to 

provide the framework for spiritual formation in the life of believers at FPC. The way 

                                                 
81 Ibid., 18. 

 
82 Ibid., 19. 
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forward for disciples of Jesus is “through well-directed and unrelenting action.”83 In 

terms of practice, these books, alongside the Bible, will help believers cultivate a life of 

devotion to God. 

Collectively, the works reviewed in this chapter delve into the theology and 

practice of the spiritual disciplines as they relate to the life and practice of disciples of 

Jesus Christ. In particular, they pay special attention to two key obstacles to spiritual 

formation—namely, consumerism and modernity. The three disciplines of solitude, 

Sabbath, and service are offered as primary disciplines for spiritual growth as a response 

to these obstacles.  

 

 

                                                 
83 Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 82. 
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CHAPTER 4  

 

ECCLESIOLOGY 

 

This chapter details the active ecclesiology of FPC and how it relates to the 

Church’s historical ecclesiology. The strengths and weaknesses cast a shadow on all of 

church life. The strengths encompass a strong commitment to preaching the gospel and 

pushing members to be involved in local and global missions. The weaknesses are far 

reaching and pervasive. Leadership functions have been colonized by worldly practices 

through well-intentioned business people, Sunday morning worship has replaced 

everyday discipleship, and numbers are the primary measurement of success. This 

chapter offers a comprehensive, alternative model that emphasizes active participation in 

individual and communal discipleship and calls for missional commitment.  

 

Defining Ecclesiology 

 

 Ecclesiology is the study of the nature and purpose of the people of God. This 

doctrine is vital to the Body of Christ’s understanding of itself, the Bible, its purpose, and 

the nature of God. What the Church believes about itself greatly affects what it does.1 

                                                 
1 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 

464-490. 
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Ecclesiology must always center on the Triune God as initiator and sustainer of his 

Church. God calls the Church into existence.2 The Church fully belongs to God. The 

Church is God’s idea and God’s creation. It is God’s work to sustain, build, and send his 

Church on mission. The preaching of the gospel is God’s chosen manner by which God 

builds his Church.3 It is through the coming of Jesus and the kingdom of God that the 

Church finds its meaning.4  

Before the mission of the Church can be experienced, the nature of the Church 

must be defined. Veli-Matti Karkkainen writes: “The church first is the church before it 

does the work of the church. . . . while it is necessary for the wellbeing and calling of the 

church to be engaged in mission, foundational is the church’s missionary nature. The 

church exists as mission; mission belongs to the esse of the community of God.”5 

Discussion on the nature of the Church and its mission must be completely intertwined. 

James McClendon adds that ecclesiology is contextual, narrative-based, and rational; it 

exists “to provide a faithful yet transformative account of those convictions that can 

cohere in a living church.”6 McClendon’s work pushes the reader not only to engage in a 

theoretical and intellectual theology and ecclesiology but also to manifest that theology 

through practice and ethics.  

                                                 
2 Veli-Matti Karkkainen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2002), 17-18. 

 
3 Avery Robert Dulles, Models of the Church (New York: Doubleday, 1978), 113, 126-127. 

  
4 Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 22. 

 
5 Karkkainen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology, 160. 

 
6 James McClendon, Systematic Theology: Ethics, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 2002), 43. 
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At the very center of the nature of the Church is the gospel of Jesus Christ. The 

gospel is the power that drives the life of the Church. The reformers believed that the 

right preaching of the gospel was at the very heart of why the Church exists and what the 

Church must do. Romans 1:16a paints a vivid picture of what God’s gospel does. Paul 

writes: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation 

of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” The gospel of Jesus 

brings salvation, through faith, to all those who trust in the Son. Minimizing the power of 

the gospel is dangerous for the Church (cf. 2 Timothy 4:1-5). Adding other requirements 

for salvation is also dangerous and can disrupt the unity of the Church (cf. Acts 15). The 

simple preaching and teaching of the gospel is what drives the Church in its purpose and 

function. A robust doctrine of the gospel is at the core of ecclesiology for the Body of 

Christ.  

 The Church of Jesus Christ, through the power of the gospel, was made for 

mission. Without a mission-focused ecclesiology, the Church will not function properly, 

nor will it live into its biblically mandated calling and commission.7 A mission-focused 

ecclesiology communicates the Church’s self-understanding as people who are sent out 

with a purpose. Jesus commanded his disciples to “make disciples” in Matthew 28. This 

is a universal, perpetual command from the Lord for his Church to go into the world for 

his Name’s sake to make disciples. Also, the events and narrative of the early Church in 

Acts confirm Jesus’ command to make disciples. Paul’s missionary journeys capture the 

                                                 
7 Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 

2007), 146-147. 



 81  

passion and necessity of sharing the gospel (cf. Acts 9:20-22; 14:1-7; 17:22-34) and 

planting churches (cf. Acts 18).  

Another key theme in the Scriptures regarding the embodiment of the Church is 

that of seeking the well-being of the given culture in which one lives. During the exile, in 

Jeremiah 29:5-7, the Scriptures advocate for settling down and seeking the welfare of the 

city and the people. This not only exemplifies the kingdom of God on earth; it also 

highlights the need for Christian disciples to actively seek the good of the people with 

whom they live. Mission includes heralding the gospel8 and seeking to cultivate a 

healthy, thriving community in the place one lives.  

It is Jesus Christ who builds the Church through the preaching of the gospel from 

the Bible. The Lord Jesus Christ called the Church into existence by his presence, power, 

and word as described in the four Gospels (cf. Matthew 28; Mark 16; Luke 10; John 20). 

It is Jesus Christ who calls, builds, maintains, and carries out his mission by sending the 

Church into the world to be ambassadors of his Name and purpose (2 Corinthians 5). 

With Christ as the Head, Protector, and Sustainer of the Church, believers need not 

succumb to worry and doubt, especially regarding persecution and challenges. While 

there are times when the Church must be on its guard against such things, the overarching 

narrative of the New Testament is that Jesus Christ will protect and sustain his Church 

(cf. Matthew 5:10-12; Matthew 13; John 15), regardless of inside and outside forces that 

seek to undo what he has done.  

 As a result of the work of Jesus (Mark 1:15), the kingdom of God has been and is 

now being ushered into the world in a profound way. God’s kingdom is for the present 

                                                 
8 Dulles, Models of the Church, 68-80. 
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time and not just a future hope that will be realized and experienced when Christ returns 

(Matthew 24:32-35). It is an ever present reality. Willard agrees and writes: “It has been 

available to us through simple confidence in Jesus . . . only from the time he became a 

public figure.”9 The reality of the presence of the kingdom of God shapes the manner by 

which the Church exists and works.  

If God’s kingdom is only something in the future, the Church may not feel the 

urgency of the work of gospel ministry. If the kingdom is something only in the past, then 

it loses its power. If the kingdom is only something that is present now in its fullness, the 

Church may become lazy in the work of gospel ministry. For these reasons, it is vital to 

the life of the Church that a theology of the kingdom as already here and not yet fully 

established be understood and accepted. The kingdom of God was inaugurated through 

the coming of Jesus Christ and will be experienced in its fullness upon his return. Stanley 

J. Grenz sums it up well: “Our ecclesiology must set forth our understanding of the 

church within the context of God’s reign.”10 

Another key element in a healthy ecclesiology is the work of disciples within a 

church community. The laity must be empowered and equipped for ministry and not just 

passive listeners of gospel-focused sermons and teaching (cf. 1 Corinthians 12). Ministry 

is not reserved for a select few who are theologically trained and ordained (cf. Numbers 

8; Acts 6; 1 Timothy 3); rather, it is for every disciple of Jesus Christ, whether young or 

old (Ephesians 4:11-12). An ecclesiology of empowering the laity is necessary in order to 

capture the biblical mandate of the priesthood of all believers. Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 

                                                 
9 Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 31. 

 
10 Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 472. 
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12, and Ephesians 4 all paint a picture of a Christian community where its members are 

using their gifts in conjunction with others in the life and ministry of the church.  

Romans 12 and Ephesians 4 are pinnacle texts that must be considered in order to 

convey a biblical understanding of the laity accurately. Romans 12:3-8 details the various 

gifts that Christians have been given and their use in the Body of Christ. The gifts listed 

are not exhaustive but rather encompass the variety of skills needed in church life. 

Additionally, 1 Corinthians 12:1-31 is a comprehensive teaching on the use of gifts in the 

Body of Christ and brings a fuller explanation of how they fit within the local church. 

Paul writes in more detail regarding the importance of each gift as it applies to believers’ 

encouragement and well-being. Ephesians 4:1-16 describes a similar set of gifts believers 

have, with the intention of building up the Body of Christ. In this text, Paul describes 

some of the results of using one’s gifts in the church: service to others, maturity of faith, 

and experiencing the fullness of Christ (cf. Ephesians 4:12-13). For all three sections on 

gifts, Paul realizes that believers’ gifts are from God and are meant to be used for the 

benefit and witness of the Church.  

 

Other Forces Shaping the Ecclesiology of FPC 

 

 In addition to reformed theology, there are other forces that have shaped FPC’s 

ecclesiology. An abundance of business practices, an imbalance in prioritizing worship 

over everything else, and the myth of measurement are three powerful forces that have 

taken hold of the leadership of FPC. Each force has its strengths. A church can learn a lot 

from business practices, especially in terms of management and administration. Worship 

is a vital practice of the Body of Christ. Measurement does have some value with regard 
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to ministry and church life. Nevertheless, there is a shadowy side to each as well. In fact, 

all three forces have minimized the leadership’s ability at FPC to clearly articulate a 

gospel-focused ecclesiology through a reformed perspective.  

 

Business Practices 

 Business practices are not necessarily negative, yet they can easily confuse or 

distort in subversive ways the real meaning and purpose of congregational mission and 

practice. For example, strategic planning is a useful tool for attempting to address future 

obstacles and hopes of church leadership. Tactics such as using consultants, future 

forecasting, and planning meetings can help identify problems and seek solutions. The 

dark side of these tactics is that they can take God out of the process. When planning 

becomes the goal rather than prayer and theological reflection, God often can be left out 

of processes and planning.  

When interest and web consultants were recently hired by FPC to reformat the 

website. There was a big push to adopt social media as a primary communicator with 

membership. Streaming updates would be available to those on Twitter, Facebook, and 

Instagram. The consultants expressed that social media is where culture is trending, so 

the church must be at the forefront of such technology. There was no theological 

reflection with regard to the notion of having church members glued to their handheld 

device, waiting for updates from FPC’s social sites. Had leaders thought deeply about 

such a statement, they would have come to realize that theologically it is better to invest 

in face-to-face relationships with others. Social media has its place in the life of the 

church but not at the expense of relationships.  
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 Other business practices at FPC center on efficiency. The staff attempts to provide 

efficiency among itself and among congregants. This is not necessarily a negative aspect 

of church life. It is a useful practice to be efficient with regard to administrative tasks. 

However, an abundance of administration and a focus on perfecting a system can 

minimize relationships. David Fitch concurs and writes: “Our focus on numbers, bigness, 

and large institutions is . . . rooted in two of America’s sacred cows: the autonomy of the 

individual and the necessity to organize for economic efficiency.”11 Part of the ethos of 

the American way is to improve efficiency at the cost of relationships. This occurs at FPC 

at times and often goes unnoticed.  

 

Worship 

 Corporate worship is a vital function and practice of the Body of Christ. Without 

worship, the life of the Christian community would be lacking and spiritually stale. 

Mandated by Scripture, it is an indispensable practice of Christians in every era and 

culture (cf. Exodus 4; Deuteronomy 30; Psalm 29; Acts 2; Revelation 4). FPC has pushed 

worship into the forefront of all of church life. Much of the rhythm of the week at FPC 

revolves around planning for and assessing Sunday morning worship. Much of staff 

planning is geared toward Sunday morning worship gatherings as well. Multiple staff 

members lead and direct the four worship services. The negative effect this has on church 

life is it takes away from discipleship and mission. When the focus is primarily worship, 

all other ideas, theologies, and events become secondary. This naturally plays out in the 

meeting structure of the staff of FPC. Every week, there is a thirty-minute worship 

                                                 
11 David Fitch, The Great Giveaway (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2005), 32. 
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planning meeting to evaluate the worship services from the previous week and to plan the 

services for the upcoming week. Typically, the evaluation process centers solely on 

logistics.  

 Worship always will be an important part of the life of any Christian community. 

At FPC, worship has become central as an event but has not been clearly communicated 

as a part of discipleship. Sunday morning worship often takes first place in the thinking 

and practice of congregants. This is due in part to how the PCUSA’s reformed heritage 

leans into the centrality of Sunday morning worship, rather than on the centrality of 

discipleship, mission, and worship as lifestyle rather than event. All are important in the 

life of a church. At FPC, the focus on worship is an obstacle to redefining and realigning 

the church’s ecclesiology toward whole-life discipleship.  

 

Measurement 

 Measurement is a practice commonly used in business and organizations. In a 

church, it is a helpful tool to manage time and gatherings, to determine interest in specific 

ministry programs, and to forecast attendance in future events. It is, however, incredibly 

difficult to measure things that are meaningful. When numbers become the primary tool 

for measuring success, ministry can easily devolve into a way to gauge the non-numeric 

area of spiritual growth. Staff and elders tend to lose sight of the grander purpose of 

church and focus narrowly on specific events or programs. They engage in what T. S. 

Eliot once wrote: “We had the experience but missed the meaning.”12  

                                                 
12 T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets (New York: HMH Books, 1943), 39. 
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This exemplifies the tragedy of focusing on numbers as the primary measurement 

of success in a church. The focus is on a desired outcome and not on what God is doing 

in the hearts and minds of people. “Of course, measurement is a profoundly useful 

device, but it cannot tell us what makes life worth living. The challenge is to use 

measurement every day, knowing all the while that we cannot measure that which is of 

essential value.”13 When numbers are the sole method of measurement, the real spiritual 

fruit can go unnoticed. Fitch explains: 

Numbers miss measuring how well a church is functioning as the body of Christ. 

Numbers often miss measuring the progress of discipleship in a church. Numbers 

do not reveal how a church group is functioning internally, whether people are 

building up each other, ministering to each other, and ministering in the outside 

community as the body of Christ. In short, numbers, on their own, say nothing 

qualitative about what is going on in the church when viewed as the body of 

Christ.14 

 

Numbers are not a useful measurement of ministry, especially related to the spiritual 

formation of a congregation. FPC often measures meaning by the quantity of people 

attending an event. If the primary measurement of meaning is relegated to numbers, then 

there is a lack of effective evaluation.  

The next line of Eliot’s quote focuses on how “approach to the meaning restores 

the experience.”15 The leadership of FPC needs to restore meaning to the life of the 

congregation. Restoring attention on the activity of God within a particular program or 

event will cause members to look for the deeper meaning of a given experience. Part of 

                                                 
13 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 212-213. 

 
14 Fitch, The Great Giveaway, 29. 

 
15 Eliot, Four Quartets, 39. 
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the goal of thoughtful measurement is teaching both congregants and leadership at FPC 

to think theologically about all decisions, programs, and events in the life of the church.  

 

Formal and Functional Ecclesiologies 
 

 There are two layers to every church’s ecclesiology. Roxburgh describes these two 

layers as “formal” and “functional.”16 Formal ecclesiology comes from a church’s heritage 

and denominational connection and is typically rooted in the past. Functional ecclesiology, 

while influenced by the denomination or tradition, is how a church actually functions. For 

denominationally driven churches the formal ecclesiology is easily visible, yet the 

functional ecclesiology can be harder to see. This section will describe the historical 

formal ecclesiology of FPC, which has its roots in reformed theology. It also will describe 

the functional ecclesiology of FPC, with its benefits and challenges.  

There are formal and functional ecclesiologies that exist in every church. If a formal 

ecclesiology is rooted in tradition, denominationalism, and written polity, functional 

ecclesiology is what a church really believes and how that church truly works. Understanding 

both formal and functional ecclesiologies at FPC is an important task, because it will help 

identify and build upon an ecclesiology for the future that is rooted in the biblical narrative—

blending the strengths of reformed theology with a mission-minded ecclesiology.  

 

FPC’s Formal Ecclesiology 

FPC’s formal ecclesiology has been shaped and formed by reformed theology. 

FPC’s polity, church practice, and fundamental beliefs about the Church spring from a 

                                                 
16 Alan J. Roxburgh and Mark Lau Branson, “GM720: Missional Leadership” (lecture, Fuller 

Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, January 2009). 
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reformed perspective. Reformed theology places a high emphasis on the sovereignty of 

God; the uniqueness, exclusivity, and deity of Jesus Christ; the authority of the 

Scriptures; the priesthood of all believers; and, the importance of the sacraments.17 In the 

PCUSA’s Book of Order, the six “Great Ends” of the Church help shape the life and 

ministry of each congregation.18 These six Great Ends capture a robust, Christ-centered, 

mission-focused ecclesiology. A mission-focused ecclesiology is necessary in order to 

accurately embody the biblical witness of the nature and purpose of the Church.19 In its 

essence, reformed ecclesiology as expressed by the PCUSA is biblical, theological, and 

helpful in attempting to live and move with the leading of the Spirit in all of church life.  

 However, there are limitations to reformed ecclesiology. In theory, reformed 

ecclesiology is biblical and beneficial; but its full practice is neglected, leaving a lack of 

clarity with regard to historical beliefs and tradition. Also, the emphasis on 

institutionalized church functions leave little regard for outsiders, relegating church life to 

primarily an inward focus. The evidence of this trend is clear in denominational decline 

among reformed churches, especially the PCUSA.20 FPC has both the theological 

undergirding of reformed theology but suffers from the lack of emphasis on the outward 

expression of mission and evangelism.  

                                                 
17 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Book of Order, sect. F-1.0304. 

 

 18 Ibid. The six Great Ends of the Church are The Proclamation of the Gospel for the Salvation of 

Humankind, The Shelter, Nurture, and Spiritual Fellowship of the Children of God, The Maintenance of 

Divine Worship, The Preservation of the Truth, The Promotion of Social Righteousness, and, the 

Exhibition of the Kingdom of Heaven to the World.  
 
19 Ibid., sect. G-10101. 

 
20 Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), “Table 1: PC(USA) Congregations and Membership, 2001 to 

2012,” in Comparative Statistics (Louisville: Presbyterian Church [U.S.A.] Research Services, 2012), 

http://www.pcusa.org/media/uploads/research/pdfs/2012-cs-table1.pdf (accessed October 26, 2013), 1. 
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At the core, FPC has certain beliefs that identify it. FPC is led by a representative 

government consisting of church officers, which are made up of elders and clergy. With 

Calvin as the forefather of the Presbyterian heritage, many believe FPC’s formal 

ecclesiology emphasizes the spiritual over the physical and the sacred apart from the 

secular. Calvin was “much more the legalist who sought to implement a specific and 

rather ascetic view of the norms of Christian conduct.”21 He also had a “rather strict and 

often seemingly one-sided emphasis on behavior and doctrine.”22 Calvin’s doctrine was 

never divorced from praxis, a common misconception of Presbyterian/reformed 

churchgoers and pastors alike.  

At the heart of FPC’s formal ecclesiology is the blending of orthodoxy (right 

doctrine) with orthopraxis (right living). The Great Ends of the Church, as defined earlier 

by the Book of Order, bring together doctrine and practice beautifully. Overall, FPC’s 

formal ecclesiology is rooted in the reformed tradition as expressed in Presbyterianism. It 

is experienced through the preaching of the gospel for salvation, empowering the laity for 

ministry, and sending out members into the world to be active participants in the 

kingdom of God.  

  

FPC’s Functional Ecclesiology 

FPC’s functional ecclesiology centers on embracing the practices and tendencies 

of the world. As described above, FPC’s leadership can focus too much on business 

practices, worship as the primary function of a believer, and an uninformed and shallow 

                                                 
21 Karkkainen. An Introduction to Ecclesiology, 51. 

 
22 Ibid. 
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rule of measurement. Many in leadership believe that the practices of the world should 

play a major role in the structure of a church and that the Church still remains at the 

center of society. 

In many ways, FPC has functioned like an independent Baptist church or Bible 

church. In the past, the senior pastor would hold the weight of decisions, while the 

session often was relegated to the task of rubber-stamping the decisions of the senior 

pastor and key elder. The representative government of FPC often turns into pleasing 

certain constituencies of the church. This is coupled with how FPC’s ecclesiology also is 

formed by the subversive forces of the American corporate culture, in that FPC’s 

leadership spends ample time discussing strategic planning and the needs of the buildings 

and budget. There is, however, a growing push from the senior leadership to move into 

more seasons of collective prayer and Bible study, which already has begun to take place. 

Additionally, the current senior pastor does not function as a CEO but has introduced a 

broader understanding and practice of shared leadership. FPC’s functional ecclesiology 

also unwittingly taps into consumerist tendencies. Sadly, “the gospel and Christian 

discipleship have been cast in terms of this larger individualistic, consumer-oriented, 

suburban world.”23 This trend continues at FPC. Finally, two factors—which can be 

described as embracing the empire and minimizing the reality of exile—skew FPC’s 

understanding of itself. These two aspects of FPC’s functional ecclesiology are pervasive 

and need to be addressed by the leadership.  

 

                                                 
23 Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling, 35. See also Part One of this discussion for further explanation. 
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Ecclesiological Metaphor of Embracing the Empire 

 

One functional ecclesiology that is active at FPC is embracing the empire. 

Embracing the empire means a functional ecclesiology that capitulates church culture to 

that of the surrounding culture. The manner by which members and leadership of FPC 

embrace the empire of the United States centers around using business practices over and 

against spiritual practices as the primary means of decision making. The use of power also 

bleeds into the church. In Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmaat’s commentary on 

Colossians, imperial language is used as metaphor to describe life in the first century 

under Roman leadership. They describe Colossians as “an explosive and subversive tract 

in the context of the Roman empire. . . . [it] proclaimed an alternative vision of reality, 

animating a way of life that was subversive to the ethos of the Roman empire.”24 This new 

reading of Colossians brings light to a new understanding of the nature and purpose of the 

Church, as defined by Paul and his letters. Much of what he wrote was an attempt to 

mobilize the Church to live a different story than that of the empire. Walsh and Keesmaat 

also state: 

While the empire is preoccupied with images that represent its own power and 

hegemony, Israel is called to image a counter-reality in a counter-community. 

While the empire is frantically caught up in the management of production and 

consumption, Israel is called to a Sabbath keeping that acknowledges the gift 

character of its life in the land. And while the empire is sustained on the backs of 

slaves and an economics of oppression, a Sabbath-keeping Israel images its God 

by caring for the poor, the stranger and sojourner, the widow and orphan. . . . 

Israel is called to be an alternative socioeconomic witness to the empire.25 

    

                                                 
24 Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmaat, Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 7. 

 
25 Ibid., 66-67. 
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FPC must parallel the formation of Israel in this “counter-community” fashion. The 

current ecclesiology at FPC, however, is mixed in with many values of the empire of the 

United States. 

The alternate reality, the different story, and the subversive practices of the 

Church define who the Church is, yet FPC Christians often live in a reality that is too 

shaped by the surrounding culture. Budde identifies this problem as a loose ecclesiology, 

which “sees no fundamental incompatibilities between the gospel and the world and 

therefore sees no need for the Church to maintain any meaningful distance (sociologically 

and theologically) from the dominant culture.”26 While this syncretism and assimilation 

have been bred for centuries, they form a present reality in a nation and culture that 

preaches Christian roots but has very little in common with the teachings of Jesus Christ.  

Budde poses a good question regarding the interaction between the Church and culture. 

He asks, “If adopting as one’s own the praxis, priorities, and affections of Jesus 

condemns one to minority and peripheral status in the world, then perhaps what needs to 

be interrogated is the dominant notion that Christianity could ever have under written 

secular power relationships without prostituting its heritage.”27 FPC has assimilated to the 

prevailing culture and is in danger of losing its identity. Together with many other 

affluent American congregations, it has “become so accommodated to the American way 

. . . they are now domesticated, and it is no longer obvious what justifies their existence 

as particular communities. The religious loyalties that churches seem to claim and the 

                                                 
 26 Budde, The (Magic) Kingdom of God, 86. 

 
27 Ibid., 9. 
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social functions that they actually perform are at odds with each other. Discipleship has 

been absorbed into citizenship.”28 

Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon give a picture of what a church 

should be in any culture. They assert, “The church is a colony, an island of one culture in 

the middle of another. In baptism, our citizenship is transferred from one dominion to 

another, and we become, in whatever culture we find ourselves, resident aliens.”29   

Members of FPC need to reaffirm their allegiance to Jesus Christ and his kingdom first 

(cf. Matthew 6:33). To live in both the realm of God’s kingdom and the kingdom of this 

world without allegiance to one over the other is counter to the biblical witness and 

description of the Church (cf. Romans 12:2).  

As part of the Church in the West, FPC unknowingly at times has promoted 

superficial spiritual formation. The autonomous congregant is the only person in 

determining the course of spiritual formation, and this decision often is made as a church 

consumer. Hauerwas and Willimon state that “this sort of do-it-yourself spirituality is 

utterly incapable of radical practices aimed at peace, the option of the poor, or any 

demanding exercises in transcending self-interest.”30 The focus on the individual’s felt 

needs plays into the culture’s hands—in other words, pastors and clergy reinforce the will 

of the empire in congregants when they promote Christianity without parameters. 

                                                 
28 George R. Hunsberger, “Missional Vocation: Called and Sent to Represent the Reign of God,” 

in Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, ed. Darrell L. Guder 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 78. 

 
29 Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1989), 12. 

 
30 Ibid., 87. 
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Without realizing it, FPC has provided this type of “do-it-yourself Christianity” that 

completely focuses on the individual’s perceived spiritual needs.  

 

Ecclesiological Metaphor of Exile: Daniel in Babylon 

 

Another functional ecclesiology that is active at FPC centers around the metaphor 

of exile. The metaphor of exile means that the Church is no longer at the center of culture 

and that churches live in exile within the nation of the United States. In the context of 

exile, the leadership does not understand that FPC is not the center of Houston culture. 

The metaphor of exile can help leadership be confronted with the practices and habits of 

the surrounding culture and how they apply to FPC. The language of exile can encourage 

FPC’s leadership to deal with their capitulation to the empire and offer rationale for 

leading in a new way. 

 The metaphor of exile is a provocative descriptor. Through his experience of 

exile, Daniel provides valuable insight into discipleship and mission in the life of the 

Body of Christ. The Book of Daniel describes the events of four young Hebrew men, 

along with countless other Hebrew nobility, who have been taken into the custody of the 

king of Babylon. The intent of their captors was to “Babylonionize” these Hebrew boys 

so that the Hebrew culture would have within it Babylonian culture, at worst; or the 

Hebrew boys would assimilate to the Babylonian way of life, at best. This was a common 

practice in the ancient world.31 

 Daniel and his three friends abstain from partaking of the king’s food and wine. 

Readers are not told why the four friends abstained from the king’s food (cf. Daniel 1:8). 

                                                 
31 John E. Goldingay, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 

1989), 15. 
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It could have been because the food had previously been sacrificed to pagan gods (cf. 

Leviticus 11; Deuteronomy 14). Since the reader is not given the answer, it is left open to 

interpretation and negotiation. If the reader were told that Daniel and his friends did not 

eat the food because it previously has been sacrificed to pagan gods, the reader could then 

surmise the following: since they did not eat food sacrificed to pagan gods, they clearly 

had not assimilated to the surrounding culture. Instead, with the question unanswered, 

readers within the context of community constantly must negotiate the parameters around 

which they will or will not assimilate to surrounding cultural practices. Daniel and his 

friends did not eat the food or drink the wine. However, Daniel and his companions do 

eat vegetables and engage in learning Babylonian culture and literature. Some things are 

acceptable, and some things are not. Members of the community decide together how to 

engage in the culture in which they live.  

 The language of empire and the biblical image of exile both serve as important 

metaphors for FPC’s future ecclesiology. Both can help leaders understand FPC’s place 

in society and that the Church, in general, does not hold the same place it had sixty years 

ago. These two images will be taught and explored as a leadership team and staff.  

 

Suggested Ecclesiology 

 As a Presbyterian church, FPC’s ties to reformed theology are solidly in place. 

This theological tradition and form of government are viable and work well with disciple 

making and mission. A reconnection between FPC’s theological roots and practice needs 

to be firmly established to form an ecclesiology that synthesizes discipleship and mission.  
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A suggested ecclesiology for FPC begins with a reaffirmation of reformed theology, 

embracing the core tenets of this tradition. Worship, discipleship, and mission are central, 

with a greater emphasis on discipleship and mission and a decreased emphasis on 

worship as currently expressed in the Sunday-focused experience.  

Within these new emphases, the concept of subverting the empire also plays an 

important part in this new ecclesiology. New understanding can occur through teaching 

on the nature of the Church as a new community, formed by God, in a new kingdom, 

with a Gracious King. As members of the kingdom of God, FPC can discover this 

language of empire and capitulation to the culture. Consequently, these metaphors will be 

used in sermons and teaching. FPC also can learn how to engage culture for the sake of 

the kingdom and to live with a kingdom-centered perspective on politics, wealth, poverty, 

and power. In addition, the metaphor of living in exile will play a key role. Studies on 

Daniel and Acts will be helpful with this teaching.  

There will be four main reaffirmations for the suggested ecclesiology. First, a 

reaffirmation of the definition and formation of a disciple must be central to this 

ecclesiology. Second, an understanding of the spiritual disciplines as a means of grace 

will be necessary. Third, a broader commitment to formation in the context of community 

will be established as well. Fourth, a comprehensive doctrine and strategy for mobilizing 

the congregation into local and global missions will be created. The manner by which this 

transition will take place is through the staff and elder leadership. Spiritual leaders are to 

“provide a theological framework that enables others to make their own spiritual 
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meaning.”32 The structure that is created by church leaders must be experienced by 

congregants to have any lasting effect. This ongoing addition to FPC’s current 

ecclesiology will assist members to grow spiritually.  

A Christian disciple is someone who follows Jesus Christ (cf. Matthew 9; Mark 1; 

Luke 9). The nature of that following is what is largely important in this paper. At the 

core of FPC’s theology of discipleship is the gracious invitation of God to initiate and 

draw people to himself for the sake of salvation (cf. Romans 8:28-30). However, often 

this is where the conversation ends. A renewed ecclesiology at FPC will center on the 

nature and purpose of discipleship as it applies to the power of the Spirit working to 

transform and sanctify believers so that they will become like Jesus Christ. Willard gives 

a thoughtful and provocative definition of followers of Christ when he wrote: “Disciples 

of Jesus are those who are with him learning to be like him. That is, they are learning to 

lead their life, their actual existence, as he would lead their life if he were they.”33 This 

definition arrives at the heart of discipleship: learning to live like Jesus. This includes 

activities and decisions with respect to vocation, family, entertainment, vacations, board 

meetings, and church life. Discipleship encompasses all of life.  

Here is where the second affirmation regarding spiritual disciplines can take 

center stage as the primary practices for believers in the renewed ecclesiology at FPC. 

Willard writes:  

We can become like Christ by doing one thing—by following him in the overall 

style of life he chose for himself. . . . We can, through faith and grace, become 

like Christ by practicing the types of activities he engaged in, by arranging our 

                                                 
32 Scott Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense: Christian Leaders as Spiritual Interpreters (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 2006), 47. 

 
33 Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 241. 
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whole lives around the activities he himself practiced in order to remain 

constantly at home in the fellowship of his Father. What activities did Jesus 

practice? Such things as solitude, silence, prayer, simple and sacrificial living, 

intense study and meditation upon God’s Word and God’s ways and service to 

others.34 

 

FPC not only will develop a theology and doctrine of the disciples but will practice them. 

The leadership of FPC can learn to live within the disciplines as individuals and as a team. 

The disciplines also will be offered to FPC congregants as a way of life and practice.  

The third piece of this renewed ecclesiology at FPC will focus on the community 

of faith (cf. Acts 2). The Body of Christ must be built up in the faith (cf. Jude 20-21), 

which is best accomplished through community. To be built up is to be encouraged and 

nurtured in faith development. The optimal process of nurturing believers is through 

community. Experiencing community and fellowship form a believer’s faith in a way that 

cannot be done individually.  

Finally, FPC will recommit to empowering members for mission. Believers must be 

sent out into the world as missionaries, participating in the kingdom of God. This practice 

and doctrine will be experienced and taught (cf. Matthew 5:13-16). A renewal of 

understanding the result of discipleship will be cast by leaders within the context of 

community and worship. Members no longer will view themselves as passive participants 

in church life but rather as active participants in God’s rule and reign in the world. Specific 

attention will be given to training members for ministry and mission in their sphere of 

influence. This part of the renewed ecclesiology will focus more on practice than doctrine.  

 In summary, FPC’s renewed ecclesiology will grow from its foundation on 

reformed theology. The renewed ecclesiology will center on the nature and practices of 

                                                 
34 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, ix. 
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disciples of Jesus Christ through defining the term “disciple,” placing greater attention on 

the spiritual disciplines, and reformatting programs and church life to encourage believers 

to spend time cultivating biblical community. The intention overall is for followers of 

Christ to grow in Christlikeness.  

Willard again writes: “Single-minded and joyous devotion to God and his will, to 

what God wants for us—and to service to him and to others because of him—is what the 

will transformed in Christlikeness looks like.”35 This includes the inner transformation of 

the believer as well as the outer expression of faith within the community and the world. 

With a clear vision and intention in mind for what a disciple is and does, the renewed 

ecclesiology at FPC can help members grow in faith and practice. This practice through 

the spiritual disciplines is the focus of Chapter 5. 

 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 143. 
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CHAPTER 5  

 

THEOLOGY OF THE SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 

 

 

We have bought the illusion that we can be like Christ without imitating his 

spirituality. If we wish to be like our Master, we must imitate his practice; if we 

believe he knew how to live, we must seek the grace to live like him. 

—Kenneth Boa, Conformed to His Image 

  

This chapter articulates the imitation of Christ’s spirituality through spiritual 

disciplines as they apply to the overall life transformation of a follower of Jesus. It also 

chronicles the ways Jesus engaged in spirituality and emphasizes how his life is a perfect 

picture of the Pauline metaphor of a life of discipline: the athlete. Three key spiritual 

disciplines are examined along with their importance in a fast-paced church life. Finally, 

the Wesleyan tradition is presented as a framework for small group formation for the 

purpose of practicing the disciplines. 

 

The Process of Spiritual Formation 

 

Spiritual formation is what God does and what Christians do. It is the process by 

which believers become like Christ in all areas of life. The means by which the process of 

spiritual formation is experienced and cultivated are the spiritual disciplines. Foster 
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categorizes the disciplines into three sections: inward, outward, and corporate.1 Willard 

breaks the disciplines into two categories: disciplines of abstinence and disciplines of 

engagement.2 God initiates the process of Christian formation through the gospel of Jesus 

Christ, which is the power of God to save (cf. Romans 1:16), transform (cf. 2 Corinthians 

3:17-18; Ephesians 4:17-24), and propel people into the narrow path of following Jesus 

(cf. Matthew 7:13-14). This good news is a gift of grace from God (cf. Romans 3:23-24). 

Timothy Keller says, “The gospel is preeminently a report about the work of Christ on our 

behalf—salvation accomplished for us. That’s how it is a gospel of grace.”3  It is the good 

news of God’s grace in Jesus that redefines all of life for the sinner and saint. The gospel 

is not only a message to believe; it is also to be received, lived, and announced to others.  

Faith and trust in Jesus Christ are at the center of Christian life and practice. If the 

gospel is always first and a gift, then the believer responds with faith and works (cf. 

Ephesians 2:8-10). Jesus’ call to all disciples is to follow him (cf. Luke 5:1-11). It is a life 

that will not be averse to troubling circumstances or suffering (cf. Matthew 5:11-12); 

rather, it is a life that fully embraces his life. Thomas Merton describes it as “the straight 

and narrow way: that a man should do violence to his judgments and cut off, for the love 

of God, the desires of his own will. This is what is written of the Apostles: Behold we 

have left all things and have followed Thee.”4  

                                                 
1 Foster, The Celebration of Discipline, vi. 

 
2 Willard. The Spirit of the Disciplines, 158. 

 
3 Timothy Keller, Center Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 37. 

 
4 Thomas Merton, The Wisdom in the Desert (New York: New Directions, 1960), 89. 
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Spiritual disciplines are how the Christian engages with the process that God has 

initiated. Collectively, they are a helpful and proven means by which Christians grow 

spiritually.5 They are the means of grace that Christians endeavor to adopt to bring forth 

radical transformation of the whole person. The practice of the disciplines does not come 

first in the life of a believer. God’s movement and initiative in drawing people to himself 

are always first (cf. John 15:16; Romans 8:28-30). They result from a believer’s encounter 

with the grace of God in Christ through the Holy Spirit (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:14-15; 

Galatians 2:20).  

Essentially, the disciplines are the way in which Christians cultivate a Christ-like 

mind, body, and spirit. They are a response to the inner work of the Holy Spirit in the life 

of believers and an important tool by which Christians allow the gospel to shape their 

life, faith, and devotion to God. Willard asserts that one of his important ministries to the 

Church is an attempt “to place the disciplines for the spiritual life at the heart of the 

gospel.”6 In this way, the spiritual disciplines are at the heart of Christian spiritual 

formation. They are not the end of spiritual formation but rather the means to an end—

which is to know, love, trust worship, and serve the Triune God.  

According to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the grace of God as displayed in the gospel is 

free but not cheap. It is not cheap in that it cost God the life of his Son, and it costs the 

believer his and her whole life as well. “Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, 

and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man 

his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life . . . and what has cost God 

                                                 
5 Details regarding such proven means will be provided later in this same chapter.  

 
6 Willard. The Spirit of the Disciplines, xi. 
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much cannot be cheap for us.”7 What Bonhoeffer describes is a life marked by self-

denial. Self-denial is a key doctrine in the discipleship relationship between the Christian 

and Lord Jesus. Christian self-denial is a process, not an event. “It is the struggle to die to 

the false self. But this struggle is far, far beyond our own strength . . . the wisdom of the 

desert is that the confrontation with our own frightening nothingness forces us to 

surrender ourselves totally and unconditionally to the Lord Jesus Christ.”8   

It is by God’s sustaining grace in the lives of believers that enables self-denial and 

full surrender. The disciplines are a means by which the believer receives the grace of God 

and learns how to allow the false self to die and the will of God to reign. William Law 

writes: “The devout man . . . lives no longer to his own will, or the way and spirit of the 

world, but to the sole will of God, who considers God in everything, who serves God in 

everything, who makes all the parts of his common life parts of piety, by doing everything 

in the Name of God, and under such rules as are conformable to His glory.”9 In this way, 

spiritual formation is the process by which Christians grow in becoming like Jesus. 

 

Disciplines Modeled by the Life of Christ 

The pattern of discipline for the Christian is best embodied in the life and practice 

of Jesus of Nazareth. Christians are exhorted to imitate Christ in the manner of life he 

chose for himself (cf. Matthew 6:5-13). Part of the process of imitation for the believer is to 

do what Jesus did—specifically, the practices in which he chose to engage. In Matthew 

4:1-11, for example, Jesus was tempted by the devil after a supernatural forty-day fast. 

                                                 
 7 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Simon & Shuster, 1937), 45. 

 

 8 Henri Nouwen, The Way of the Heart (New York: Random House, 1981), 16.  

 
9 William Law, A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life (Alachua, AL: Bridge-Logos, 2008), 1. 
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When tempted three times, Jesus responded by quoting the Scriptures (cf. Matthew 4:4, 6, 

10). From this response, logically the Bible reader can assume that part of Jesus’ practice 

during his forty-day fast was meditating on the Scriptures.  

In addition, there are multiple times in the gospels where Jesus chose to spend time 

alone with the Father. The following texts present a clear snapshot of Jesus’ consistent 

discipline of time alone with God. Mark 1:35 describes Jesus’ willingness to spend time in 

prayer during the early morning hours of the day. It was still dark when Jesus arose. In 

Mark 6, Jesus sent his disciples away to wait for him in another location. After he said 

goodbye, Jesus went to pray. This was after a multitude had been following him. While 

great crowds of people were looking for Jesus, presumably for him to teach and heal, he 

went away to a lonely place to spend time in prayer and solitude (cf. Luke 4-6). In the 

garden of Gethsemane (cf. Mark 14), Jesus was so burdened by the reality of his pending 

death that he fell to the ground in prayer. Jesus was a person who sought solitude and 

prayer, who lived a life of discipline.  

 

Athletic Imagery in Pauline Theology 

The Apostle Paul used the image of an athlete or athleticism several times in the 

New Testament to portray the mandate for all believers to be thoughtful and active in 

cultivating their faith. Paul’s concept of discipleship encompasses the constant interaction 

between God and the individual believer. For Christians, the athletic metaphor captures 

the rigor and effort needed to grow spiritually.  

In 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, Paul describes this biblical concept of discipleship: 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? 

Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes 
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into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a 

crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I 

do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and make it my slave 

so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the 

prize. 

 

In this text, Paul compares the spiritual life of a believer to the race of a runner and the 

fight of a boxer. The only imperative he uses in this sentence is “run,” in 1 Corinthians 

9:24. Paul is exhorting the believer to travel the road of faith in such a way that reveals 

true allegiance to Christ and his Church. This verse serves as the header of the next three 

verses. In 1 Corinthians 9:25 the reader discovers the manner by which the believer is to 

engage in the life of faith and practices to adopt in order to grow. Christians must 

exercise proper and thoughtful self-control and strict training. The word in Greek literally 

means to “exercise mastery over oneself.”10   

In 1 Corinthians 9:26, Paul shows the antithesis: thoughtless training, which yields 

no success. An athlete running aimlessly will not achieve the goal, which is a first-place 

finish. A boxer “beating the air” will not find success, which is victory over an opponent. 

If runners engage in a race without having the target or goal of the finish line, they will 

never win. If a boxer beats at the air aimlessly, he will never connect against his 

competitor. Likewise, if believers do not live their life with the goal in mind and engage in 

thoughtful training, they will become ineffective and never reach their goal. This is not the 

pattern of life Paul advocates. Paul uses the metaphor of athletic training to encourage 

believers in Corinth to think deeply and strategically about how they practice their faith. 

The Christian life is not about self-gratification and self-interest; rather, it is meant to be a 

disciplined life that focuses on practices and habits that help cultivate devotion to God.  

                                                 
10 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 436. 
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The context of the athletic metaphor in 1 Corinthians 9 is the Isthmian games, 

which were popular among the Corinthians.11 These were games second to the Olympic 

competitions. Paul actually may have seen these games around 51 AD.12 There were no 

permanent facilities until later in the second century AD, so many spectators had to live 

in tents—thus a high need for tentmakers, which incidentally was Paul’s bi-vocational 

work when he was ministering in Corinth (Acts 18:2-4). The events included racing, 

wrestling, boxing, javelin and discus throwing, and possibly chariot racing as well.13 The 

language and imagery of athletic training would have been familiar to the recipients of 

Paul’s letter. Likewise, in today’s American culture, the metaphor of athleticism is so 

steeped in culture that it is one which believers easily understand.  

As mentioned, the prize or goal for the athlete was a first-place finish. The award 

given was typically a crown made of olive leaves or another organic material.14 The prize 

or goal for the believer is eternal in nature and is of such immense value that it should 

affect the way in which believers live in the present. Paul makes his body “his slave,” 

which means that he makes his whole self to serve his purposes of sharing the gospel—

no matter what, he will devote his whole life to the cause of following Christ.  

There is a non-biblical Greek word that captures the essence of Paul’s athletic 

metaphor: askesis. Askesis is a “training program custom-designed for each individual-in-

community, and then continuously monitored and adapted as development takes place 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 433-437. 

 
12 Ibid. 

 
13 Ibid. 

 
14 Ibid. 
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and conditions vary. It can never be mechanically imposed from without; it must be 

organically grown in locale. Askesis must be context sensitive.”15 Peterson uses this word 

in his book on pastoral leadership as it relates to Jonah, yet it has important relevance to 

all Christians as well. Askesis involves the conditions of spiritual formation. The askesis 

for every Christian contains certain practices that are normative and foundational for 

spiritual growth. 

The athletic metaphor Paul uses conveys two important conditions for spiritual 

formation, the askesis: self-control, or strict training, and the willingness to endure 

suffering for the sake of the gospel. The strict training for believers today becomes a life 

that is purposely, thoughtfully, and strategically engaged in the journey of spiritual 

formation. If the posture for cultivating spiritual formation includes self-control and strict 

training, as Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 9, then the means by which this type of 

training is undertaken is through the spiritual disciplines.  

There are other areas in Pauline literature where Paul employs athletic imagery to 

refer to discipleship. Philippians 3:12-16 is another Pauline text that describes faith using 

athletic imagery. The text depicts faith as a race: not as a sprint, but a marathon. The 

journey of faith is long. There must be attentiveness to it over the span of a believer’s 

life. Regarding faith as a fight and a run, 2 Timothy 4:7 supports this as well.  

Alan Kreider writes about the ancient practices of Christians, especially with 

regard to the conversion and catechizing of coverts into the worshipping community. 

Both are critical in the life and journey of faith for individual Christians and church 

                                                 
15 Eugene Peterson. Under the Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration in Vocational Holiness 

(Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2006), 75. 
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praxis. He writes that the Christian life is a “journey of conversion that is lifelong, 

communal, and required of all.”16 The process of individuals growing in faith and being 

grafted into a Christian community takes time, effort, and a keen understanding of 

spiritual formation. This process is meant for every believer and not just a select few. The 

lost art of catechism is necessary to produce fruitful disciples. The spiritual disciplines 

can serve as a means of catechism with regard to Christian practice and behavior. 

Solitude, Sabbath, and service will be beneficial because all three are practices that can 

aid members of FPC in their spiritual journey. These three particular disciplines are the 

focus for this project, because they address the key obstacles to spirituality at FPC. 

Busyness, a frenetic pace of life, and absorption with self are pitfalls and temptations for 

members of FPC. Solitude, Sabbath, and service address each temptation directly.  

 

Solitude 

 

 Solitude, at its basic definition, is time spent alone. It is the absence of others. In 

the realm of Christian spiritual discipline, solitude is time spent unaccompanied or away 

from community; but it is always time spent with the Triune God—Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit. Solitude is an essential discipline, foundational to the Christian life. It is a practice 

where “the life in tune with God is actually nurtured by time spent alone.”17 Jesus 

modeled this beautifully in his daily rhythm and practice. He taught his disciples to spend 

time in solitude, just as he did. He instructed them to enter into a closet, which was the 

                                                 
16 Alan Kreider, The Change of Conversation and the Origin of Christendom (Eugene, OR: Wipf 

and Stock, 1999), xv. 

 
17 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 101. 
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only door in ancient Palestine with a lock.18 He commanded his disciples to close and 

lock the door and spend time with the “Father who is unseen” (Matthew 6:6). Andrew 

Murray asserts, “The first thing the Lord teaches his disciples is that they must have a 

secret place for prayer; everyone must have some solitary spot where he can be alone 

with God.”19 In solitude, Christians meet with God in a time and place without 

distraction. The practice of solitude is at the very heart of devotion to God. Associated 

with solitude often is the hunger and thirst for unhurried time spent alone with God in a 

quiet place. Ruth Haley Barton writes: “In solitude God begins to free us from our 

bondage to human expectations, for there we experience God as our ultimate reality—the 

One in whom we live and move and have our being. In solitude our thoughts and our 

mind, our will and our desires are reoriented Godward so we become less and less 

attracted by external forces and can be more deeply responsive to God’s desire and prayer 

in us.”20 

Solitude is an important means by which the old self dies and is transformed into 

the new self. Self-denial is not a guaranteed result of solitude. It must be cultivated 

through prayer and Scripture. “Self-denial moves beyond more or less frequent acts to a 

settled disposition and character [through] rejecting the preeminence of what we want, 

when and as we must have it. Being dead to self is the condition where the mere fact that 

                                                 
18 Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, vol. 1 of The Christbook: Matthew 1-12 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 288. 

 
19 Andrew Murray, With Christ in the School of Prayer (London: James Nisbet & Co, 1887), 6. 

 
20 Ruth Haley Barton, Invitation to Solitude and Silence (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2010), 34. 
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I do not get what I want does not surprise or offend me and has no control over me.”21 As 

believers get closer to God, they begin to realize that their will and desires are not as 

important as his. Through prayer in solitude, the believer asks God constantly to rework 

the natural desire to elevate the self into desiring God’s will and work to be first (cf. 

Mark 14:6).  

Solitude is the “furnace in which this transformation takes place” in the life of a 

believer.22 Self-denial is a key outcome of time with God that often occurs within this 

“furnace” of solitude. The desert fathers were experts in solitude, sometimes to a fault. 

Their motivation, in part, was to spend time with God but also to flee from the values of 

the world and to try and learn how they could help the world. Some examples of these 

desert fathers were Abbot Serapion, Abbot Moses, Arsenius and St. Anthony.23 Merton 

says, “These were men who believed that to let oneself drift along, passively accepting 

the tenets and values of what they knew as society, was purely and simply a disaster.”24 

Merton adds that the desert fathers sought not to judge society or consider themselves 

above it; rather, they developed a way of life that was in tune with God.  

This paper does not advocate for a perpetual, ongoing solitude in the desert places 

but does encourage solitude as a daily place away from the world in order not to 

passively allow its values and culture to seep in. Solitude is a place and posture of 

allowing God to shape and mold the believer into the person God wants the individual to 

                                                 
21 Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 71. 

 
22 Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, 8. 

 

 23 Merton, The Wisdom in the Desert, 20-24. 

 
24 Ibid., 2. 
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be. Willard explains, “It is solitude and solitude alone that opens the possibility of a 

radical relationship to God.”25 As believers begin to delve into the practice of solitude, 

time spent alone with God, they discover that this process and practice are what God uses 

to create a new heart and mind.  

In particular, there are two fundamental, worthy practices during times of 

solitude. These are the reading and meditation of Scripture and prayer. Peterson 

emphasizes, “The Scriptures, read and prayed, are our primary and normative access to 

God as he reveals himself to us.”26 The practice of Lectio Divina is one process by which 

the Scriptures are meditated upon and injected into the life of the believer. “Lectio Divina 

is not a methodical technique for reading the Bible. It is a cultivated, developed habit of 

living the text in Jesus’ name. This is the way, the only way, that the Holy Scriptures 

become formative in the Christian church.”27 Lectio Divina is a type of reading that 

focuses on meditation and repetition. Study and analysis of a given text are important, but 

these are not typically associated with Lectio Divina. Peterson explains: 

Lectio Divina is a way of reading the Scriptures that is congruent with the way the 

Scriptures serve the Christian community as a witness to God’s revelation of 

himself to us. It is the wise guidance developed through the centuries of devout 

Bible reading to discipline us, the readers of Scripture, into appropriate ways of 

understanding and receiving this text so that it is formative for the way we live 

our lives, not merely making an impression on our minds or feelings. It intends 

the reading of Scripture to be a permeation of our lives by the revelation of God.28 

 

                                                 
25 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 101. 

 
26 Eugene Peterson, Eat this book, A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 104. 

 
27 Ibid., 116. 

 
28 Ibid., 81. 
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Reading through the Bible in a year is a popular plan for many Christians. It is a 

practical way to discover the whole of Scripture; but it is not, nor was it ever intended to 

be, the primary manner of reading Scripture. The premise behind Lectio Divina is this: “If 

you read quickly, it will benefit you little. You will be like a bee that merely skins the 

surface of a flower. Instead, in this new way of reading with prayer, you must become as 

the bee who penetrates into the depths of the flower. You plunge deeply within to remove 

its deepest nectar.”29 These words of Jeanne Guyon describe the slow work of meditating 

on Scripture as a means of discovering the deep things of God. Lectio Divina, in the 

context of solitude, is a manner of reading that helps the Scriptures become alive to the 

reader. Ultimately, Lectio Divina enables believers to incorporate the Scriptures into their 

daily life by hearing from God. Thelma Hall writes that Lectio Divina is a means to help 

believers “come to an awareness and conviction of faith that I am about to listen to the 

living word of God, intimately present to me. In this disposition, I choose a text—

preferably short—and read it slowly, listening to it interiorly with full attention.”30    

 Prayer is also foundational within the practice of solitude. Prayer and Bible 

reading/meditation are connected. They work together. Prayer is talking to God about 

life, needs, and work. Prayer is an opportunity to speak and listen, to ask and receive, and 

to spend time with God. Murray writes:  

And of all the traits of a life like Christ, there is none higher and more glorious 

than conformity to him in the work that now engages him without ceasing in the 

Father’s presence: his all-prevailing intercession. The more we abide in him and 

                                                 
29 Jeanne Guyon, Experiencing the Depth of Jesus Christ, 3rd ed. (Jacksonville, FL: SeedSowers 

Publishing, 1981), 8. 

 
30 Thelma Hall, Too Deep for Words: Rediscovering Lectio Divina, (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 

1988), 36. 
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grow unto his likeness will his priestly life work in us mightily, and our life 

become what his is—a life that ever pleads and prevails for men.31   

 

Prayer is the manner by which believers abide in Christ. It is the means by which 

devotion to God is fostered. Murray goes on to say, “To know how to speak to God is 

more than knowing how to speak to man. Not power with men, but power with God is the 

first thing.”32 In this way, solitude is a crucial piece to the life of discipline as followers 

of Jesus Christ. One form of prayer is called the Prayer of Examen. It is a prayer tool by 

which the believer engages in reflection: reflection on the Scriptures, God, and self.   

 

Sabbath 

 When God created the heavens and the earth, he declared that all was good. On the 

seventh day, God rested. This was not because God was tired; rather, God wanted to set the 

rhythm of the week. That one day would be a day of rest from work. Moses also instituted 

a Sabbath, as directed to him by God at Mount Sinai. Sabbath became more than just rest 

from work; it became a day of worship for the people of God. Moses declared God’s vision 

for the Sabbath in Exodus 20:8, “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” The holy 

requirement in keeping the Sabbath was understood to be an act of worship and rest. 

Abraham Heschel describes it this way:  

Six days a week we live under the tyranny of things of space; on the Sabbath we try 

to become attuned to holiness in time. . . . He who wants to enter the holiness of the 

day must first lay down the profanity of clattering commerce, of being yoked to toil 

. . . he must say farewell to manual work and learn to understand that the world has 

already been created and will survive without the help of man.33   

 

                                                 
31 Murray, With Christ in the School of Prayer, vii. 

 
32 Ibid., 3. 

 
33 Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1951), 10-13. 
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The practice of keeping the Sabbath helps clarify and reinforce the believer’s perspective of 

God and the world.  

In the New Testament, there is a different perspective regarding Sabbath practices 

than in the Old Testament. Jesus reaffirms the importance of the Sabbath but also 

reinstitutes its proper meaning and purpose. Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, 

not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27-28). 

Jesus redefines the Sabbath for the Christian. Sabbath is no longer about rules and 

regulations; rather, it is about finding rest in Jesus Christ.  

In Hebrews 4:1-10, the author describes the rest that Jesus brings to those in him. 

The ultimate rest that Jesus gives to believers is salvation. Believers need not wonder if 

they are in right standing with God. Hebrews 4 declares that Christ brings assurance of 

salvation and eternal rest. In Romans 14:5ff, Paul urges brothers and sisters in Christ to 

not judge one another with regard to elevating special days over others. The specific 

Sabbath day is not as important as the relationship to which it points. Sabbath in the New 

Testament is about resting in a relationship with Jesus. Colossians 2:16 also encourages 

believers not to judge those who engage in a specific day for Sabbath or not. The New 

Testament shows that Sabbath rest is ultimately in Jesus Christ.  

It is an eschatological reality present even now. As Paul K. Jewett writes in The 

Lord’s Day: “While it is true that the Sabbath rest of God has broken into this world in 

Christ . . . it is also true that God’s rest is a future hope, the sign of which is the Lord’s 

Day.”34 Jewett advocates for Christians to observe the Lord’s Day (Sabbath) in full 

                                                 
34 Paul K. Jewett, The Lord’s Day: A Theological Guide to the Christian Day of Worship (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1971), 151. 
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continuity between the Old Testament and New Testament. He believes that while the 

Sabbath for Christians is eschatological in nature, it is best experienced in the present 

through keeping the Lord’s Day.  

For the sake of this paper, there does not need to be a definitive position taken 

with regard to the debate on Sabbath keeping within the Church. Sabbath, as a spiritual 

discipline, does not need to be tied to the requirement of keeping the Sabbath day as 

instituted by God in the Ten Commandments. Jesus is the believer’s Sabbath, as Hebrews 

4 describes. Yet the spiritual discipline of Sabbath is to hold a twenty-four-hour period 

where work is not performed. This is not done out of legalism or attention to the Mosaic 

Law. It is to be practiced as a discipline that is life-giving, Spirit-led, and formational for 

the believer. Within Sabbath, there is time for fellowship, worship, play, and other life-

giving activities. There is a need in FPC’s ethos for Sabbath. In the busy culture of 

Houston and the church, Sabbath is crucial. If Sabbath includes rest from work, it also 

should be a reminder that the world will move along without a person working. God will 

sustain and maintain order without the work of believers.  

 

Service 

 The discipline of service stems from the work of the Holy Spirit in the inner life 

of the believer. As stated previously, there are inward, outward, and corporate disciplines. 

While the discipline of service is outward, it comes from an inner transformation in the 

heart of a person. In A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting, D. 

Michael Henderson describes John Wesley’s addition that this formula can be reversed: 
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“Christian service is the context in which personal holiness is developed.”35 This 

statement describes the cyclical process of serving others. It is both an expression of the 

inner person and a manner by which the inner person is formed. To be transformed by 

God in the inner person leads to a transformed manner of life, including how believers 

treat others.  

When considering the discipline of service, the second summary Jesus gave of the 

Law of Moses must be adopted: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). The 

discipline of service helps believers learn to think outside themselves in a thoughtful and 

strategic manner. The hope is that service naturally will lead into every relationship in the 

life of a believer. Foster says, “In service we must experience the many little deaths of 

going beyond ourselves. Service banishes us to the mundane, the ordinary, the trivial.”36 

There is also great liberation from the values of the world as believers learn to serve 

others. “Service enables us to say ‘no!’ to the world’s games of promotion and 

authority.”37 Service to others, loving one’s neighbors, is an important part of 

discipleship to Jesus Christ.  

There is a significant difference between self-righteous service and true, genuine 

service. True service, says Foster, “comes from a relationship with the divine Other deep 

inside. We serve out of whispered promptings, divine urgings.”38 Genuine service must 

                                                 
35 D. Michael Henderson, A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting 

(Nappanee, IN: Francis Asbury Press, 1997), 50. This is a quote taken from the thoughts of Monr. De 

Renty, one of Wesley’s mentors.  

 
36 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 126-127.  

 
37 Ibid., 127. 

 
38 Ibid., 128. 
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begin with God’s leading and guiding in the life of every believer. Foster also talks about 

true service being indiscriminate in its choosing. The discipline of genuine service 

inevitably lends itself to cultivating humility, but it is a quiet progression. Humility can 

never be sought; but it can be known, especially through serving others. Service must be 

a discipline that is mostly hidden and quiet. “In service, we engage our goods and 

strength in the active promotion of the good of others and the causes of God in our 

world.”39 The Lord Jesus was a servant to his disciples. He even washed the feet of the 

one who would betray him (cf. John 13:1-5). Willard cites Matthew 20:25-28 which 

describes Jesus’ command to those who are great to become a servant. This text is a 

picture of genuine service for disciples of Jesus Christ:  

Jesus called them together and said, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord 

it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with 

you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, 

and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”40 

 

Christians are to imitate the life and practice of Jesus Christ. He was the perfect servant 

to all. In service, believers learn to think outside themselves for the sake of others and to 

become like Jesus.  

 

The Role of Small Groups 

 The Christian journey is not meant to be a life lived alone, in isolation from 

community. The spiritual disciplines are not meant only to be practiced individually; they 

are experienced, discussed, and cultivated within the context of Christian community. 
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The disciplines, and the formation that they bring to the life of a believer and church 

community, are not meant for just the individual and congregation but also for the world 

in which the believer and church exist. The believer must experience discipleship in 

solitude as well as with other believers in the community of faith. “Each by itself has 

profound pitfalls and perils. One who wants fellowship without solitude plunges into the 

void of words and feelings, and one who seeks solitude without fellowship perishes in the 

abyss of vanity, self-infatuation and despair. Let him who cannot be alone beware of 

community. Let him who is not in community beware of going alone.”41 Studying, 

understanding, and practicing the spiritual disciplines are best experienced within the 

context of community, because accountability with other believers, shared learning, and 

mutual encouragement are crucial. 

A healthy theology, philosophy, and practice of small group ministry can aid a 

church in its development of disciples of Jesus Christ. Biblically, small groups have 

existed in both Old and New Testaments as a witness and reflection of the relationship 

within the Trinity.42 Gareth Weldon Icenogle writes: “God’s ministry presence in the 

world has consistently been expressed as a small group presence. Even when leading 

thousands, God’s power is often more fully demonstrated when a smaller, more faithful 

group is gathered and sent on a mission of risk and faith.”43 Jesus especially modeled this 

principle beautifully in selecting twelve disciples. Icenogle depicts the Sabbath grain field 

                                                 
41 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together (New York: Harper Collins, 1954), 78. 

 
42 Gareth Weldon Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 1994), 19-25. 

 
43 Ibid., 116. 
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scene in Mark 2:23-28 as “an enactment of the nature of God’s presence in and through 

the group on earth.”44 Jesus was demonstrating that his purpose was to teach and shape a 

small group of believers. This small group, the disciples, in turn would reflect the Lord’s 

purposes and mission in the world. Also, the Church in the New Testament, as the 

Ecclesia, continued with the practice of small groups. The Emmaus Road experience 

between two travelers and Jesus is an “explicit case study of Jesus’ teaching and modeling 

about the nature of Christian community. Where two persons are together and reckoning 

with the reality and person of Christ, Jesus is suddenly and immediately present.”45 This 

image teaches the Church universal an important facet of small groups: a small group 

exists when two or more are gathered, studying the Scriptures, breaking bread, and 

practicing Christian fellowship. In summary, a biblical understanding of small groups lays 

the foundation for cultivating a healthy practice within the life of the local church. 

M. Scott Boren brings a needed depth regarding a small group ministry at the local 

congregation when he asks, “What are the practices of a people on the way with God?” 

and “What ways of living would manifest in being a church on mission with God?”46 The 

answers to these questions are crucial to understanding the nature and purpose of healthy 

small groups. Instead of seeking to build a ministry of small groups because it is in vogue, 

small groups must satisfy bigger ideals than just church growth. Boren writes that an 

important aspect of small groups is to exhort Christians to learn how to live with one 

another. He writes: “American Christians must learn how to do relationships on top of 
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learning how to do small groups. We are relational neophytes compared to most other 

cultures in the world.”47 In this way, current culture has a relational poverty that engaging 

in small groups in the context of Christian community can help alleviate. Small groups 

exist to help cultivate deep, Christian relationships. Roxburgh says, “We need to learn to 

dialogue outside power and status and develop norms of intimacy, friendship and love. . . . 

This dialogue requires a commitment to get beyond surface conversations to a deeper 

willingness to meet one another as God’s people engaged together in reaching their world 

with God’s mission.”48 

 Small groups exist to focus primarily on the Triune God. However, small groups 

can easily diminish into therapy groups where personal conflict and stress are discussed, 

analyzed, and solved within the group context. Healthy small groups attempt to avoid 

becoming communal therapy sessions. Churches must attempt to “create a small group 

environment in which the focus of group attention shifts from the self and one another to 

God.”49 In essence, God is the center of a small group. Clive Staples Lewis adds: 

The society into which the Christian is called at baptism is not a collective but a 

Body. It is in fact that Body of which the family is an image on the natural level. . . . 

His presence must always be the overwhelmingly dominant factor in the life we are 

to lead within the Body, and any conception of Christian fellowship which does not 

mean primarily fellowship with Him is out of court.50   

 

Lewis affirms the community of faith as a body, functioning and living together with God 

in the midst of fellowship.  
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Wesley is a key figure who advocated for smaller groups of Christian men and 

women to gather and be formed spiritually with one another.51 One facet of his ministry 

in England was his commitment to small gatherings of Christians engaging in the life of 

discipleship together. There were three groups Wesley used in his practice of group 

discipleship: the society, the class meeting, and the band.52 The society was a larger 

group setting that consisted of preaching, teaching, and learning. The number was 

typically over two hundred people.53 The class meeting was much smaller, with the 

number being closer to one hundred. The band was demographically and gender based, 

with a size of no more than fifteen.54 “It could be said metaphorically that the society 

aimed for the head, the class meeting for the hands, and the band for the heart.”55 

The band was crucial to Wesley’s philosophy and practice of small group 

discipleship. “The group environment was one of ruthless honesty and frank openness, in 

which its members sought to improve their attitudes, emotions, feelings, intentions and 

affections.”56 Questions were asked of group members to identify areas of weakness, 

devotion, and discipleship. Some questions focused on eliciting answers that caused 

members to identify patterns of sin, consistent temptations, and any sin that had dominion 

over a group member. Other questions centered on members’ relationship with God. 
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These questions focused on the participants’ overall reception of God’s love for them, the 

witness of the Holy Spirit in their life, and the reality of God’s presence in their daily 

life.57 Still other questions focused on the group members’ interaction with the world 

around them. Questions were geared toward discovering the manner by which members 

loved their neighbor, their use of their own spiritual gifts for the edification of the church, 

and the reality of the fruit of the Spirit being cultivated in their lives.58 

These series of questions were not meant to be exhaustive; rather, they were 

meant to illicit a response in group members to share openly and honestly about their 

strengths and weaknesses in their faith journey as applied to God’s rule in their life. Other 

questions spoke into love of neighbor, willingness to share the gospel, capacity to deny 

self, and duty to care for the needs of others. Small groups in the modern Church would 

do well to mimic Wesley’s model. Large group (worship) to smaller group (band) is an 

effective way of cultivating spiritual formation in the context of others. Small groups do 

not exist to feed themselves but function as a place for real and radical community to be 

formed, for the sake of being equipped for ministry inside and beyond the Church.  

 

Final Thoughts 

At times in the life of FPC, there has been some concern with regard to the proper 

use of the spiritual disciplines and how they relate to believers’ devotion to God. The 

disciplines can come across like a works-based faith. This danger is very real and must be 

addressed constantly. The spiritual disciplines must never become more valuable than the 
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end to which they point—namely, growth in relationship with Christ. The disciplines 

easily can become rote, law-focused, regimented, and lifeless. These results will betray 

the very essence and purpose of the disciplines. They are always a response to the inner 

working of God in the life of a believer. They are external practices that come from, and 

then cultivate, an internal reality. Boa writes:  

It is easy to slip into one of two extremes regarding the Christian life. The first 

extreme overemphasizes our role and minimizes God’s role. It emphasizes 

knowledge, rules, rededication efforts, and human activities and virtually ignores 

the ministry of the Holy Spirit. The second extreme overemphasizes God’s role 

and minimizes our role. This position is characterized by a let-go-and-let-God 

passivity. It stresses experience, the supernatural, and the person of the Holy 

Spirit and downplays the human element. The biblical balance is that the spiritual 

life is both human and divine.59 

 

The application of this project will need to constantly balance the interplay between 

God’s activity and that of the believer.  

The spiritual disciplines are tools used to help believers grow. In the practice of 

solitude, the goal is to “make our hearts personal chapels where we can enter anytime to 

talk to God privately.”60 Solitude cultivates unhurried fellowship with God. In practicing 

Sabbath, the goal is to learn to rest and trust God. In service, the goal is to become the 

kind of people who easily and naturally love others. These three specific disciplines are 

practices that can benefit members at FPC Houston. Part Three of this project will focus 

on an actual plan for injecting these three disciplines into the small group ministry at 

FPC. Specifically for members of FPC the disciplines of solitude, Sabbath, and service 

will serve as the contextual means to foster spiritual growth.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

GOALS FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH THROUGH THE PRACTICE OF 

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES IN SMALL GROUPS 

 

 

 The small group ministry at FPC exists to make disciples who engage in devotion 

to God, fellowship with other believers, and extend themselves in ministry to the world— 

especially in their spheres of influence. By forming small groups, disciples can learn to 

easily and naturally pray, study the Word, and participate in relationships of 

accountability. The neighborhoods in which respective small groups meet become the 

incubator for ministry. While there are many ways in which small groups can be 

implemented and practiced poorly, a healthy small group ministry aids in positively 

forming men and women of faith into disciples of Jesus Christ.  

The new vision for small groups at FPC is to develop a network of healthy 

gatherings that promote community, communication, and spiritual growth both within the 

church and around the City of Houston. The small group ministry at FPC is designed for 

every member to grow spiritually as a disciple in the context of communal relationships. 

Many in today’s Christian culture believe that spiritual formation is an individualistic 

endeavor and that the journey of faith is meant to be practiced individually. In this 

perspective, the parties involved in spiritual formation are solely God and the individual; 

therefore, individuals have no real need for other Christians in their walk of faith. This 
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cannot be further from the truth. The Christian faith is about connecting with other 

believers in experiences of worship, spiritual growth, and mission. Discipleship to Jesus 

Christ happens not only in one’s own prayer closet but also in groups of Christians 

dedicated to a holistic understanding of life and faith. Christians believe the good news 

and behave accordingly. Small groups not only are intended to develop knowledgeable 

Christ-centered followers of God but also followers who are committed to a life focused 

on spiritual maturity.  

Small groups are an effective means for limiting attrition and departure from the 

church. A church will have a challenging time in numeric growth without growing 

smaller at the same time. New members are especially encouraged to join a small group. 

Unless new believers quickly join in relationships with other members, they may soon 

disappear from active membership. In the PCUSA, for example, membership continues to 

dwindle.1 Inviting people to join and maintain a connection with a small group is a 

helpful way of ensuring their commitment to the local church body.  

The philosophy of forming a small group ministry is not trying to attach the best 

model and overlay it into any local church context. The better practice is to discern the 

key practices and habits of a people on a lifelong journey of faith and then cultivate these 

practices into all of life while being attentive to the culture of the local church context. 

Developing Christian community with others on a consistent basis is a core practice of 

people on this lifelong journey of faith. In order for small groups to fulfill their role in 

discipleship, they must be done in a thoughtful and strategic manner. Having a small 

                                                 
1 Paula R. Kincaid, “2012 Statistics Show Dramatic Decrease in PCUSA Membership, 

Congregations,” The Layman Online, http://www.layman.org/2012-statistics-show-dramatic-decrease-in-

pcusa-membership-congregations/ (accessed September 15, 2013). 
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group ministry without it being done in a strategic way will not produce the desired 

results. Healthy small groups include Bible-based reflection, prayer, accountability, 

fellowship, and practice of spiritual disciplines.  

There is a four-pronged approach to small groups at the heart of this ministry 

project at FPC. First, small groups are God-focused. The presence of God dwells “when 

two or more are gathered” (Matthew 18:20). Too often, small groups start out well but 

then transition into self-help/therapy groups. The needs of the people supersede a desire 

to seek after God. A fundamental shift from therapy group to God-focused group can 

deepen relationships and spiritual growth. The question of “What are my needs?” is 

preceded by “What is God doing?” God must be at the center of any small group 

experience, in order to nurture biblical fellowship. 

The second aspect of a biblical approach to small groups is that they exist to build 

relationships. While small groups must center on the presence of God, they also must 

cultivate and nurture Christian community. Small groups help believers come together 

with the specific intention of studying the Bible, expressing need, and spurring one 

another on in faith. Relationships and friendships naturally develop in small groups.  

The third aspect of a biblical approach to small groups is that the gatherings exist 

to bear witness to God’s kingdom. The Church of Jesus Christ promotes the kingdom of 

God in and to the world. Healthy small groups have a missional and outward component 

as well. A healthy small group ministry must constantly pursue the path of love with 

neighbors, especially with regard to the community in which it finds itself. Having a 

missional component is key to any healthy small group ministry. When this occurs, the 
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locus of urban mission at FPC will shift from being staff driven to being driven by small 

groups.  

The fourth aspect of a biblical approach to small groups is the desire and 

expectation that they be centrally located with respect to geography. The purpose is to 

invest in one’s surroundings and neighborhood. These groups are “kingdom outposts,” 

designed to be kingdom bearers in their local community.2 Members of small groups do 

not just love and serve one another; they pray for and serve the needs of their surrounding 

community and neighborhood.  

 

Theological Implications 

 Christian spiritual formation, the Spirit-driven process of forming a spiritual life 

in Jesus Christ, is hallmark to Christian practice. Spiritual formation is the goal of 

discipleship to Jesus. It is the overall process by which disciples become like Jesus. A 

helpful means by which disciples grow in spiritual formation are the spiritual disciplines. 

The disciplines are grounded in the inner work of the Holy Spirit, the Word of God, and 

the community of faith. Spiritual formation is what every Christian is involved with at all 

times. For some, it is a process that is noticeable; for others, it is not. To be formed 

spiritually is always initiated by God. It is first and foremost a gift. While there is a 

measure of responsibility in each Christian, cultivating personal formation happens in 

conjunction and partnership with God.  

 The manner by which spiritual formation is cultivated through the spiritual 

disciplines is within the framework of the Christian community. Acts 2:42-47 and 

                                                 
2 Boren, The Relational Way, 52. 



 130  

Ephesians 4 are foundational texts in the New Testament that speak to the fundamental 

importance of community in the life and practice of believers. Without community, the 

believer’s growth has the potential to be stunted and limited.  

 There are multiple theological implications for the practice of spiritual disciplines 

in the context of a small group. The disciplines, practiced in the context of a Christian 

community, can create a sense of theological examination from fellow believers. 

Questions arise regarding the specific practices that help cultivate faith. This is not 

always the case within individualistic Christian thinking. Often, individual Christians 

want to do what feels right or what they think is best. Wrestling with the spiritual 

disciplines as a theological framework for Christian practice will bring with it many 

questions that are more fully answered in community, by and with others who also seek 

to focus all aspects of their life on Christ. Additionally, small groups can aid in directing 

participants to the Scriptures and other Christian resources to develop a theology of 

Christian practice. The three disciplines studied and practiced are certainly not 

exhaustive; rather, they are a starting point for an intelligent and thoughtful faith practice.  

 The practical implications for the practice of spiritual disciplines in the context of 

other believers are also of great importance. Practicing the spiritual disciplines is a 

proven means of helping disciples grow spiritually. While there are obstacles and 

impediments to growth while practicing the disciplines,3 the spiritual fruit that is 

produced is substantial. Such obstacles can be overcome by being involved in Christian 

community, especially small groups. Practicing the disciplines within the context of a 

small group bears with it accountability, answers to challenging questions, a desire to 

                                                 
3 See Chapter 5 for further details. 
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spur one another in faith, and a greater chance of staying committed to the process of 

spiritual formation.  

 The manner by which growth and fruit are measured in practicing the disciplines 

within the context of small groups is through story. Utilizing story, Christians can learn 

how to be known by other Christians and experience growth in faith. By practicing the 

spiritual disciplines within groups, stories are more naturally and honestly shared and 

deeper fellowship is experienced.  

 The leadership of FPC has spent great time and effort setting the vision and 

mission for the future. The ministry of FPC is to make disciples of Jesus Christ who in 

turn make other disciples of Jesus Christ. This is not new, but it is a refreshing 

reawakening of the leadership to declare this point. It is a biblical and strategic vision that 

encompasses discipleship, mission, and evangelism. It is a vision that is meant to cover 

the whole life of a disciple of Jesus Christ. The lens by which FPC can evaluate ministry 

in the future will be through this vision alone. Small groups play an important role in this 

vision. Small groups will become an entry point for new members and will serve as a 

way of fostering relationships of friendship and accountability within the framework of 

Christian community. Through this project, it is hoped that small groups will start to 

become a natural incubator for missional life, especially ministry to local neighborhoods.  

 

Goals for Small Groups 

 An understanding of spiritual formation is key for every participant to internalize 

through the ten-week project and a result of the experience. If spiritual formation is vital 

in the life of faith for believers, understanding what it is and what it means is crucial. 
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This is a major goal for this project. The manner by which participants will come to a 

greater appreciation for spiritual formation is through experience.  

 Alongside the practice of the disciplines will be theological reflection and 

dialogue. This will occur in the setup with facilitators and reading for participants during 

the ten-week project. Theology and praxis always go together. To know the theology of 

spiritual formation is important, but even more paramount is for believers to experience 

the Spirit of God moving and working in their lives. For group participants to engage in 

dialogue and practice regarding spiritual formation, and for them to become advocates 

within the life of the church, will be another goal for this project.  

 Another significant aim in this project, when they are finished with the ten-week 

project, is for all participants to take with them a deeper understanding of the spiritual 

disciplines as they apply to the Christian life of faith. The transforming power of God 

through the gospel of Jesus Christ is not to be misunderstood. God always acts first in the 

life of a believer. Each participant will learn this truth. The disciplines are always a 

response to what God has begun. A proper understanding of the disciplines as they relate 

to spiritual formation is essential if the practice will continue on after the project.  

 The spiritual disciplines as a means of practicing the Christian faith and growing 

in devotion to God are often viewed as antiquated, overly Catholic, and non-accessible. 

Some view the disciplines as something only meant for monks and nuns and think the 

modern-day Christian is not meant or able to practice the disciplines. There is also a 

common misunderstanding that the disciplines are a type of works-based righteousness, 

that they somehow earn favor with God with regard to salvation. This misunderstanding 

will be discussed and exposed. The final purpose for this project is for participants in the 
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three pilot small groups to become ambassadors to promote and educate the rest of the 

congregation with regard to the importance and necessity of the spiritual disciplines in 

the Christian life and to alleviate the misconceptions of their intent and practice.   

 

Content of the Strategy 

 During the initial stage of planning and recruitment of key leaders and small 

group facilitators, ample teaching on the importance and nature of the three focused 

spiritual disciplines will occur. Facilitators will be selected based on their previous 

leadership of small groups, their character and maturity, and their interest in the project. 

The pastoral staff will select the three facilitators. After the leaders are trained on four 

successive Wednesday evenings, specific teaching on the three disciplines will take 

place. The audience will be the initial pastor and leaders plus the three facilitators. In 

addition to the teaching component, there will be homework each week that will push the 

facilitator into practicing the given discipline.4 For solitude, facilitators will spend thirty 

minutes (at least) each day in solitude: time in prayer, Bible study, and Lectio Divina. For 

Sabbath practices, there will be an agreed upon day (twenty-four-hour period) that each 

person will select. For service, there will be opportunities and ideas that the participants 

themselves will determine. The participants will serve in their personal sphere of 

influence, preferably at work or in their neighborhood. There also will be selected 

reading required during this four-week period. Selections written by Foster, Willard, 

Nouwen, Law, and de Sales will be the targeted texts.  

                                                 
4 Please see Chapter 5 for an in-depth account of the three disciplines and their practices.  
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 Considerable attention will be given to each of the three small group facilitators 

during this project. As the associate pastor leading the project, I will be the primary 

contact person for each of the three leaders. I will check in weekly (at minimum) to 

establish accountability but, more importantly, to serve as a resource and coach to each 

facilitator. The purpose is to equip these facilitators for the ten-week project and nurture 

them in their own spiritual formation. It is imperative for the facilitators to engage in their 

own process of formation through the disciplines. Their leadership and experience will 

shape that of their respective groups. As the facilitators have questions about theology, 

content, and practice of the disciplines, I will assist and explain in a timely manner.  

 The lay ministry leadership team will form based on suggestions from the pastoral 

staff and key elders. This team will play a significant and primary role in praying for this 

project. The makeup of this team will be one member of the pastoral staff, three currently 

serving elders, and three existing small group facilitators. This team will consist of 

persons already engaged in the small group ministry, who have demonstrated maturity in 

their faith and a willingness and desire to grow spiritually. This group not only will pray 

but serve as advocates for the project among the congregation and also will create space 

in their own small groups to practice the disciplines. 

 

Pilot Participants and Leadership 

The leadership selection process, as well as the group selection process, will focus 

on certain criteria as mentioned above. In addition to the leadership team being made up 

of pastors and elders who are committed to small groups, additional criteria will be 

considered. There will be a strong desire for a varied cross-section of generational, racial, 
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and socioeconomic leadership team and to include both women and men. The array of 

differences will have a tremendous impact on the project. Each person will bring a 

different perspective on group dynamics, neighborhood engagement, and needs for the 

facilitators. However, it is necessary for the group to be like-minded theologically, 

especially with regard to the nature of the gospel, the effectiveness of small group 

ministry, the importance of spiritual formation as hallmark to the Christian life, and the 

spiritual disciplines as a helpful means for growth.  

For the project to be successful, the three groups participating already will be in 

existence. This is the first criterion for groups to participate in this project. Since the 

participants already know one another, they will have had ample time in previously 

sharing their lives and faith. The time it takes to get to know one another’s stories will 

already have taken place. This will provide an easier engagement with the project.  

The three existing groups that will participate in this project will be 

neighborhood-based. This is the second criterion for groups to participate. Since these 

groups are neighborhood-based, the community in which they live will be a natural place 

to explore and practice the discipline of service. Part of the goal will be to encourage 

groups to pray for their neighborhood throughout the week as a part of their time of 

solitude and prayer. The neighborhood will be the incubator for this experience. Group 

participants will be asked to discern the needs of the community in which they live and to 

creatively and prayerfully look for ways to engage.  

The intention will be for the three existing groups to be multigenerational, gender-

inclusive, multi-ethnic, and broadly reaching with respect to socioeconomic 

circumstances. This will be the third criterion for participation and likely the most 
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challenging for selecting groups. FPC is primarily homogeneous in its small group 

ministry. Attempts will be made to determine if groups meet the final criteria.  

The evaluation process will focus on meeting with participants and facilitators. 

This will include meeting either one on one or in triads as well as several larger group 

meetings. The purpose for the smaller gatherings will be to focus on details and logistics. 

The larger gatherings will serve to set vision and describe overall goals. A detailed 

questionnaire will be created. As the associate pastor initiating the project, I will drive 

this process.  

The overarching objective will be to get a firm grasp on the positives and 

negatives of the experience, with the aim of determining if a church-wide initiative 

should be undertaken. As the associate pastor overseeing the project, I will set up 

meetings with individuals and smaller groups and will organize a larger group meeting 

for constructive feedback. The questionnaire that will be developed for facilitators and 

small group participants will be given after the ten-week period has finished. This 

questionnaire will be helpful in evaluating the content, logistics, and theology of the 

project.5 The content of the questionnaire is inspired by the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 

process.6 This process focuses on positive stories that will be shared and celebrated. 

There also will be an opportunity for participants to share criticism and ideas for making 

the project better.  

 During the evaluation process, FPC’s senior leadership will determine if a church-

wide initiative will be undertaken. This too is an important part of the evaluation process. 

                                                 
5 Details of this questionnaire can be found in Chapter 7. 

 
6 Mark Lau Branson, Memories, Hopes, and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and 

Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2004). 
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If successful, the project could be replicated with the rest of the church. There are over 

forty small groups at FPC. Some are demographically based, while others are based on 

gender; many are not based on neighborhood. There would be necessary modifications to 

a church-wide project for other groups to participate, but the three main disciplines would 

remain intact and become central to the initiative.  

 FPC has been embroiled with denominational issues for many years. In January 

2014 the congregation voted to enter into a process developed by the Presbytery of New 

Covenant to discern together if FPC should consider leaving the PCUSA to join another 

reformed body. This development in the life of the congregation creates factions and has 

produced rancor. Amidst this reality, another subsidiary goal of this project will be to 

garner shared vision and mission with regard to discipleship and disciple making as they 

relate to the spiritual disciplines in small groups. While there will be ongoing discussions, 

prayer, and meetings regarding the discernment process, having shared vision and 

purpose through the practice of spiritual disciplines can help bring unity and discernment 

among the leadership and congregation of FPC.  

 If through this small group experiment participants are confronted and exhorted into 

a new way of life and devotion to God, then the project will have been a success. If by 

engaging in the spiritual disciplines group participants will have learned what it means to 

allow devotion to God to transfer into serving and considering the needs of others, then the 

project will have been a success. The measurement of spiritual fruit will not be the typical 

FPC type of measurement: numbers. The stories of what God has done will be the primary 

focus as to the fruitfulness of this project. The overarching goal of this project is to help 

believers at FPC learn what it means to view their entire life as discipleship to Jesus Christ.  
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CHAPTER 7  

 

IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS 

 

 

 The implementation process for this project will center on three existing small 

groups that will participate in a ten-week experiment focusing on the disciplines of 

solitude, Sabbath, and service. Before the groups begin this project, there will an 

extensive training. Ample time for prayer, theological reflection, leadership selection and 

development, and training will take place months in advance. The session and pastoral 

staff will receive notice that this project will occur with expected full support. There also 

will be a thorough evaluation process embedded within this experiment. The overarching 

objective is to duplicate the experiment into the life of the small group ministry at FPC in 

the future.  

 The timeline for implementing this project will be determined by a number of 

factors. First, the senior staff of FPC will need to give approval and energy to this project. 

This includes the senior pastor, the associate pastors, and the session. Second, there must 

be a lull in the current denominational issues FPC is facing. A ten-week period where no 

meetings regarding FPC’s denominational issues will be necessary. Third, the broader 

ministry staff will be included in the vision for this project. If any staff member feels 
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passionately about being involved, all will have opportunity to voice their intent and 

participate. Finally, the adult discipleship committee will need to approve from the initial 

brainstorming as to the actual dates and timeline for implementation. It would be most 

beneficial to this project for the timing not to interfere with any other discipleship 

ministries or activities. With the above in place, there is much reason to think that the 

implementation process will be welcomed and encouraged by constituencies at FPC.  

 

Timeline 

 The summer of 2014 will be the projected start date for this project. The 

leadership team for this project will be selected in June 2014. As the associate pastor of 

Spiritual Formation, I will meet with the leadership team for four weeks of prayer and 

study. One month later, the three facilitators will be selected, recruited, and added to the 

leadership team. The theological training will occur during the following four weeks with 

the combined leadership team. After these series of meetings, a Saturday morning will be 

chosen for prayer and include other key elders and leaders who wish to pray for this 

project. The ten-week project then will begin, with three groups meeting each week. 

After the ten-week project, an assessment period will take place, culminating with a 

report given to the session and staff. This is the overall outline of the timeline for this 

project.  

 The theological research from the small group leadership team is imperative for 

this project to be successful. There will be teaching, one-on-one collaboration, and small 

group engagement within the leadership team to cast vision and share the rationale for 

engaging in the practice of spiritual disciplines. Meetings with individual leadership team 
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members will begin during the approval process with staff and elders. One-on-one 

meetings also will be key to gain interest and excitement for the project. There will be 

special attention given to key leaders in the church to share the biblical and theological 

vision of the project and also to share its theological background. In addition, the 

evaluation process will be important in determining the success of the overall project.   

 

Leadership Team Selection and Training 

The leadership team for this pilot project will form through invitation to those 

who are already involved in the small group ministry and are also familiar with the 

spiritual disciplines. This unique makeup inevitably will aid in the ease by which the 

vision and purpose of this project will be understood and applied. The members of the 

leadership team will include me, three small group facilitators, and three currently 

serving elders. The senior pastor and other pastors also will be invited. The makeup of 

this team is important. I will give frequent updates to the staff leadership team, seeking 

direct input when necessary. The three elders will advocate for this project to the broader 

session and elder board, also giving frequent updates. The three small group facilitators 

naturally will share of the progress of this project with other small group facilitators and 

church members. These seven will champion this project to the rest of the staff, 

leadership team, and broader church membership.  

The initial leadership team, minus the facilitators, will meet once a week for two 

weeks. They will begin each meeting with prayer and Bible study. These will be two key 

practices of the leadership team before and during training with the three facilitators. 

Planning and logistics will follow prayer and Bible study. I will lead the first meeting, 
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then shared leadership will occur in the ensuing gatherings. The passage in 1 Corinthians 

9:24-27 will be the highlighted text of study for the first meeting and also will be the text 

studied in the first project team meeting, as described below. Soon into the first or second 

meeting, brainstorming will begin on which three existing facilitators and groups will 

participate in this project. It is possible that a facilitator on the leadership team also will 

be asked to lead a group in this project. The selection of these three facilitators and 

groups is vitally important to the success of this experiment. The characteristics of the 

facilitators will include, but not be limited to, spiritual maturity, knowledge of the Bible 

and theology, willingness to experiment with new practices, excellent facilitating skills, 

and a collaborative spirit. In addition to the above two meetings, the leadership team then 

will combine with the three facilitators and meet for four additional weeks. Also, during 

the ten-week project, the combined leadership team will meet once a month (including 

the three facilitators) to check in, pray for, and encourage one another as well as 

troubleshoot any issues that may arise.  

Once three facilitators are recruited, their training will begin. For four successive 

Wednesday nights, the small group leadership team, including the three facilitators, will 

meet for two to three hours at someone’s home. This will include a meal and study. 

The following is the breakdown of Bible passages and readings to be discussed at 

each meeting. Prior to the first meeting, the leadership team and facilitators will have 

read the first chapter from Foster’s Celebration of Discipline and the first two chapters 

from The Spirit of the Disciplines by Willard.1 These two selections will give a broad 

overview of the spiritual disciplines. After reading these selections, the group will have 

                                                 
1 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 1-11; Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, x-26. 



 142  

had sufficient engagement with the theology of the spiritual disciplines as they relate to 

spiritual formation. The Bible passage that will be read prior to arrival will be 1 

Corinthians 9:24-27. The Apostle Paul gives an apt description of the life of faith using 

the metaphor of an athlete. The image is that of strategic, intelligent training that leads to 

a mature, victorious athlete. This metaphor naturally translates into the life of faith. By 

connecting the basic theology of the spiritual disciplines with the text in 1 Corinthians 9, 

the group will see the validity of the spiritual disciplines as a primary means by which 

Christians grow in their spiritual life.  

The discipline of solitude will be practiced in between the first and second 

meetings. Group members will be asked to choose a specific time and place each 

morning to spend time in solitude. Prior to the second meeting, the group will have read 

selections from Nouwen’s The Way of the Heart2 and Peterson’s Under the 

Unpredictable Plant.3 This will help strengthen the framework for practicing the 

disciplines, especially the foundational discipline of solitude. Jesus’ own practice of 

solitude will be studied by the team. Mark 1:35-39 and 6:45-47 will be texts that will 

come into focus for the group and will be referenced throughout this project. Solitude 

will be a daily practice for all participants throughout the project, with varying tools 

adopted such as Lectio Divina, Examen prayer,4 Bible memorization, and study.  

In between the second and third meetings, the discipline of Sabbath, a full twenty-

four-hour period of rest, will be practiced at least one time. Prior to the third meeting, the 

                                                 
2 Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, 1-4, 7-26. 

 
3 Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant, 90-115. 

 
4 Ignatian Spirituality.com: A Service of Loyola Press—A Jesuit Ministry, “The Daily Examen,” 

http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen (accessed October 26, 2013). 
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group will have read selections from Willard’s The Divine Conspiracy5 and George 

Eldon Ladd’s The Kingdom of God.6 This week will focus on the present reality of life in 

the kingdom of God as lifelong disciples of Jesus Christ. There will be sharing regarding 

the practice of solitude and Sabbath from the previous week. The kingdom parables in 

Matthew 13 will be studied, with special emphasis on the parables of the sower and the 

mustard seed. The “little” seed is packed with power: power to grow in a person’s heart 

(sower) and the power to grow into something large (mustard tree). These two parables, 

mixed with readings from Willard and Ladd, will help teach the facilitators about the 

present reality of the kingdom of God on earth and that all believers participate in God’s 

kingdom.  

The goal for training is to cultivate fellowship and shared purpose among the 

leadership for the project. Time spent together in prayer and study will foster like-

mindedness with regard to vision, theology, and implementation. It is also to equip 

facilitators with the ability to lead others in discussion and practice of the spiritual 

disciplines. Their equipping is not only theological but practical. After the four-week 

training, facilitators will need to feel comfortable leading a small group discussion 

regarding the spiritual disciplines.  

 

Administrative Tasks 

 There will be numerous administrative tasks that one point person will undertake 

and manage. As the associate pastor of Spiritual Formation, I will be the driver of all 

                                                 
5 Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 11-33. 

 
6 George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom: Scripture Studies in the Kingdom of God 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1959), 13-51. 
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administrative tasks for this project. I will set meeting times, meet one on one with key 

individuals, incorporate the senior pastor into key gatherings, and facilitate discussion in 

meetings. The burden of managing expectations and following through with the timeline 

will rest primarily on this role and position. During the leadership selection period, I will 

receive names from primary constituents: the senior pastor and associate pastors, key 

elders and staff, and other parties invested in the small group ministry. After names have 

been submitted and evaluated, I will contact each person and explain the project. The 

other administrative tasks will include, but will not be limited to, scheduling meetings, 

managing all correspondence, meeting with the leadership team as individuals, problem-

solving as needed, all follow-up, and creating presentations to staff and session.  

 In addition to my work in this project, another associate pastor will be asked to 

serve as an advocate and prayer partner for the experiment. While I will be the primary 

implementer in this project, the other associate pastor will serve as an advocate and 

resource to the leadership team and others as needed. Together we will pray regularly for 

wisdom and discernment regarding any problems that arise or issues that need attention. 

The other associate pastor will reinforce the vision and purpose of the overall project 

among the staff and elders. He will serve as bridge builder and encourager for me, as the 

associate pastor of Spiritual Formation.  

 

Project Curriculum 

 One of my major tasks will be to write a detailed ten-week curriculum for the 

project. The curriculum will be ready in full before the project begins. During leadership 

training, I will give the completed curriculum to team members for them to evaluate. This 
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curriculum will be refined and updated as needed during the preparation and training time 

with the leadership team. If the senior leadership of the church believes this project 

should become church-wide, the curriculum already will have been written and studied, 

thus making it a natural and easy transition to the entire small groups ministry of FPC. 

The following is a snapshot of the curriculum that will be created for this project.  

Week one will consist of each facilitator describing the vision and flow of the ten-

week project. Questions from participants will be discussed as a group. Collective 

readings and all three disciplines will be outlined and briefly discussed. The discipline of 

solitude will be the discussion during this first week. This discipline will be practiced by 

each participant daily throughout the project and will serve as a foundation for the other 

two disciplines. For the coming week, participants will read Peterson’s section from 

Under the Unpredictable Plant regarding askesis.7 Also, Scriptures will be an important 

part of the following week’s study and meditation. Three passages on Jesus’ practice of 

solitude will be highlighted. Mark 1:35, Luke 4:42, and Luke 6:12 will be the passages 

that participants will study and meditate upon during times of solitude. In addition, 

selected readings from Keller’s work, Center Church, will be helpful with regard to the 

primacy of the gospel and attentiveness to it.8  

Week two will focus on 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 as the primary text for the project. 

Participants will be asked to memorize this text and meditate upon it throughout the ten 

weeks. Lectio Divina will be introduced to the group. Brief teaching will include the 

history and practical application of Lectio Divina as practiced individually and 

                                                 
7 Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant, 73-76, 88-90. 

 
8 Keller, Center Church, 29-51. 
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communally,9 which then will lead into the group practicing it together. For the following 

week, members will focus on readings from Foster’s Celebration of Discipline and 

Willard’s The Spirit of the Disciplines,10 which will give participants a solid overview of 

the spiritual disciplines, reinforcing what they have learned from Peterson during the 

previous week’s reading. 

Week three will further introduce and explore the discipline of keeping the 

Sabbath. The small group members will discuss their understanding of the Sabbath in the 

Bible, especially the New Testament. The biblical texts that will be studied and 

considered will be Hebrews 4:1-10, Romans 14:1-12, and Colossians 2:16. For the 

coming week, the curriculum will invite participants to begin practicing a weekly 

Sabbath as described in Chapter 5 of this project. Also, further reading from Willard’s 

Divine Conspiracy and Ladd’s Kingdom of God will be required.11 This will help 

participants understand the totality of the kingdom of God on earth and the believer’s 

place within it. The Sabbath will be described as a twenty-four-hour period of rest. 

Consequently, the rhythm of the week will look different for many members of FPC. The 

specifics of this practice are not meant to be under the guise of legalism but should 

always be considered as a life-giving part of the weekly rhythm. Part of the discipline of 

keeping the Sabbath is the notion that during a twenty-four-hour period, the person must 

not do anything that feels like work—where duties are to be accomplished. If a family is 

                                                 
9 Peterson. Eat this book, 92-117. 

 
10 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 13-46; Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 156-162. 

 
11 Ladd, Kingdom of God, 66-78; Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 311-326. 
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in the person’s life, the idea of a family Sabbath should be entertained. A twenty-four 

hour Sabbath must always include rest, play, fellowship, worship, and time with God. 

Week four will further explore the discipline of service. The Bible text that will 

be studied during the small group will be Matthew 20:25-28. Attention will be given to 

the heart and character of a believer, how service is born of a transforming character and 

is not just something that is done. For the following week, group members will have 

readings from Boren’s The Relational Way and Foster’s Celebration of Discipline.12 

Also, participants will be encouraged to explore opportunities for service within their 

families, work places, church community, and neighborhood, with particular attention to 

the neighborhood community.  

Week five will serve as an assessment and evaluation of the first four weeks of 

the small group time, focusing on the reading and practice of the three disciplines. There 

will be a longer prayer time during this particular small group gathering. Prayer requests 

will focus on what is shared regarding the experience. The facilitator will lead a prayer 

time, which will include the entire group. The facilitator then will lead a discussion 

regarding each discipline in particular, asking questions that help illicit responses from 

participants. The hope will be for each group member to share the joys and challenges 

with each discipline. Then, the facilitator will ask participants to break into groups of two 

or three as a means of more personal prayer for needs, joys, and concerns, with special 

attention to the flow and work in the project and God’s interaction with each participant. 

For the coming week, participants will have reading from Nouwen’s The Way of the 

                                                 
12 Boren, The Relational Way, 23-65; Foster’s Celebration of Discipline, 77-78, 126-140. 
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Heart.13 The Bible text will be 1 Corinthians 13:1-13. This text will be the primary focus 

for study and meditation for participants during times of solitude. Participants will be 

asked to memorize key passages within this text that are most meaningful and applicable 

to their spiritual journey.  

Week six will explore Colossians 3:1-17 as the text for solitude and meditation. 

Participants will practice Lectio Divina on this text as a group. Participants will discuss 

their work in practicing the discipline of Sabbath. For the following week, Colossians 

3:1-17 will be the primary text that is prayed over and read during times of solitude. 

Reading will include the first couple of chapters from Willard’s Renovation of the Heart 

and selected readings from de Sales Introduction to the Devout Life.14  

Week seven will focus on the ways in which members are practicing the 

discipline of service. Participants will share openly about their thought process, time of 

prayer and solitude, and theological reading as it relates to how they are practicing this 

discipline. For some, the discipline of service already may be a natural outpouring of 

their faith. For others, there may need to be more energy and effort placed in this 

discipline. There will be an open time of sharing led by the facilitator. For the coming 

week, group members will read and pray through Psalm 23, with attention given to how 

this text can be of encouragement toward others, especially those whom they serve. 

Participants will be asked to re-read any sections in previous weeks that were confusing 

or meaningful.  

                                                 
13 Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, 29-73. 

 
14 Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 13-44; de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life, 11-24. 
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Week eight will further discuss the theology and practice of solitude. This week 

will reinforce the discipline of solitude as foundational to all the disciplines. There will 

be open sharing from all participants regarding their time in solitude during the project. 

For the coming week, the text that will be prayed through and studied is Matthew 5:1-12, 

which is the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount—specifically, the Beatitudes. Further 

encouragement will be given to continue practicing a weekly Sabbath and looking for and 

praying about opportunities to serve others in family, work, church, and the local 

neighborhood community.  

Week nine will include an in-depth discussion on the Sabbath concept. The hope 

will be to hear about group members’ struggles and joys with regard to Sabbath keeping. 

Specific details about how keeping the Sabbath is practiced will be asked of the 

participants to share. The hope is to foster an open discussion about helpful practices with 

regard to a twenty-four-hour weekly Sabbath. There will be no judgment or critique on 

people’s practice. The forces of legalism and rule following will have no place in this 

discussion. For the following week, the text of Scripture that will be studied will be 

Romans 12:1-21. Daily Lectio Divina on this text will be encouraged.  

Week ten will be a time of worship, prayer, and celebration within each small 

group. If there are any musicians in each group, they will be invited to lead in music and 

worship songs. This will begin a process of Appreciative Inquiry that will continue on 

during the evaluation time. The facilitator will ask questions that will illicit positive 

responses. The goal will be to celebrate what God has done throughout this ten-week 

experiment. Ideas for continuing with these three disciplines will be explored. There also 

will be time for brainstorming and dreaming about what other disciplines will be 
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incorporated into the lives of each participant. The facilitator will explain follow-up 

meetings, including the questionnaire and group reflection with the other groups and 

leadership team.  

 

Assessment tools 

 The manner by which measurement will occur is through story. Participants will 

be asked to share about their experiment practicing these three disciplines. They will be 

asked to tell of their small group experience as well. It is through story where the success 

of the project will be measured. Participants will dialog about the extent of God’s 

movement in their lives during this project. One meeting will take place with the 

leadership team after the conclusion of the ten-week small group project. If additional 

meetings are necessary, I will add to the schedule. During the meeting with the leadership 

team, the three small group facilitators will be the primary speakers.  

 The first piece in the assessment process will include the AI method. Led by me, 

discussion questions will be designed to help illicit the ways in which the project worked. 

There will be some key questions that will be given to participants the week prior to the 

meeting so that they will be ready to engage in discussion. The questions will primarily 

focus on assessing the value of the actual project. Branson writes that value questions are 

“those elements that the person believes are most important concerning the church 

[project] and the interviewee’s own involvement.”15 The three value questions will 

revolve around how the project deepened their faith in God, their attentiveness to the 

spiritual disciplines, and their commitment to further cultivating their spiritual growth in 

                                                 
15 Branson, Memories, Hopes, and conversations, 68. 
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the context of Christian community. There also will be questions that focus on the 

logistics of the project, with attention given to members describing their detailed 

experience with the three disciplines of solitude, Sabbath, and service. The AI process 

also will include the other members of the leadership team, including the three elders and 

associate pastor. The AI process will determine the positive manner by which the project 

was carried out, with specific detail to the meeting structures, theological training and 

research, and overall pace of the experiment.  

 The second piece of the assessment process will be the use of a questionnaire. The 

questionnaire will be developed and given to each small group participant in this project. 

It will be given via an online survey website through email (Appendix B). The 

questionnaire will be an effective tool for evaluation purposes for the senior staff and 

elders. The intent of the questionnaire is to offer participants a basic understanding of the 

project with attention to their perception of what was useful and what did not work. Also, 

the questionnaire will try to illicit accurate responses with regard to spiritual growth of 

participants during the ten-week timeframe.  

The third piece of the assessment process will be through storytelling with the 

congregation. FPC has multiple outlets for storytelling, including a weekly bulletin for 

Sunday morning worship, a weekly email describing current events, and a website. All 

three are natural outlets for testimonies. For the weekly bulletin, there is a centrally 

located place for a three- to four-paragraph, condensed testimony from one of the group 

participants. Four participants will be selected with each writing a piece for the worship 

bulletin, each week respectively. These same testimonies will be embedded in the weekly 

email to congregants, in case they missed worship for that given week. These testimonies 
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also will be on the website. In addition to written testimonies, there will be video 

testimonies embedded on the web.  

The final part of the project will be evaluating and sharing the results of the 

project and questionnaire with the senior staff, adult discipleship committee, and session 

board. A thirty-minute presentation will be provided for them. The lead associate pastor 

will be the presenter for this initial presentation. The pertinent data from the 

questionnaire will be shared; but, more importantly, several stories from participants will 

be relayed with regard to the efficacy and success of the project in terms of their spiritual 

growth. The leadership team then will be asked to consider whether or not this project 

should be given to the entire congregation as a church-wide initiative.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

The antidote to shallow Christianity is whole-life discipleship. The response to the 

free gift of grace as demonstrated in the gospel is a relationship of genuine faith and 

loving obedience to Jesus and his Word. The Lord Jesus Christ does not demand 

obedience through guilt, coercion, or obligation but through joy in knowing him (John 

15:10-11). Discipleship to Jesus Christ is marked by joyous discipline; it is not law-

based, guilt-driven discipline. Believers strive to develop a loving, devoted relationship 

with God. The practice of the spiritual disciplines in the context of the community of 

faith is a primary manner by which disciples grow spiritually. The spiritual disciplines are 

a natural outpouring of the love of God and neighbor. The Christian life is a relationship 

of partnership with the Spirit of God working within the heart and practice of every 

believer. The intention of every believer in the context of discipleship therefore should be 

“the intelligent, informed, unyielding resolve to live as Jesus lived in all aspects of his 

life.”1 If the believer’s goal is to adopt the overall posture, attitude, disposition, character, 

and practice of Jesus Christ, then there are fundamental activities that must be accepted 

and embraced. The central activities for the believer are the spiritual disciplines.  

 Evaluating the culture and ministry context of a particular church is pinnacle to 

developing a curriculum for whole-life discipleship. Houston is a dynamic big city, with 

excellent cultural and social activities that attract tens of thousands of new residents each 

year. The energy industry dominates the landscape in Houston, from finance, law, and 

business to church, sports, and education. This has had tremendous effect on the First 

                                                 
1 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 10. 
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Presbyterian Church of Houston. A great number of members of FPC are connected with 

the energy industry. Many congregants at FPC are highly motivated, creative, and 

hospitable people. Due to the seasons of tragedy in Houston, many Houstonians are 

resilient, even in the midst of suffering. The context of a given church is vitally important 

in shaping the discipleship strategy for its members.  

There are, however, certain disciplines that are foundational to every Christian 

and cross over among cultures. The discipline of solitude is one such discipline. This 

discipline places daily communion with God at the forefront of behavior and practice for 

the believer. It is an indispensable practice for everyone who seeks the Lord (cf. Psalm 

46:10). Solitude includes, but is not limited to, prayer, Bible reading, and meditative 

study. These two practices are key when engaging in the discipline of solitude. At FPC, 

solitude can help combat the need for busyness and to constantly work, both inside and 

outside the church. Solitude can help members slow down enough to seriously seek God 

and spend time in his presence. If it is God that a person seeks, then only God alone can 

satisfy. “God won’t allow a soul that is searching for Him to be comforted anywhere 

other than with Him.”2 God can be found in times of solitude. Solitude is where God 

desires to meet with his people.  

 The discipline of Sabbath keeping reforms the believer’s weekly rhythm. Sabbath 

teaches believers how to let God be in control of the universe, learning how to let the 

world go on without their work for one day. This practice reflects the flow of God’s work 

in creation. Sabbath for people at FPC will put work in its proper place, which is 

subservient to God’s dominion and reign. When keeping the Sabbath is practiced 

                                                 
2 Brother Lawrence, The Practice of the Presence of God, 35. 



 155  

correctly, busyness diminishes. Having a twenty-four-hour period of rest, worship, and 

play brings wholeness, peace, joy, and rest in the knowledge that God is ruling and 

reigning over his good creation. 

 The discipline of service reframes the Christian’s perspective on the desired result 

of a life marked by devotion to God. The capacity and desire to engage in serving others 

first stems from love and devotion to God. True love always precedes genuine obedience. 

Serving others is a direct result of time with God in prayer and Bible study. Genuine 

service is marked by love and devotion to God and love and commitment for the good of 

the neighbor. One’s neighborhood, work, and home are the locations by which service is 

best experienced and practiced.  

 The Christian life is never meant to be experienced alone. Any and all spiritual 

disciplines must be practiced, experienced, taught, and considered in the context of the 

community of faith that can love, support, encourage and hold accountable those 

involved. At FPC, the small group ministry serves as a reflection of the broader 

community. Participating in a small group helps believers at FPC develop a sense of 

accountability, community, shared learning, and growth as disciples of Jesus Christ. The 

disciplines will be practiced and experienced in the context of these groups with ample 

time for sharing, reflection, and teaching.  

 The disciplines are an appropriate means by which Christians tune their ears to 

listening to the voice of God, so that maturity in Christ will occur. Willard writes: “We 

must make it our primary goal not just to hear the voice of God but to be mature people 
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in a loving relationship with him.”3 As Christians interact with God, the hope and goal is 

growth—cultivating a relationship with Jesus and growing in maturity to be like him. 

This cascades into all aspects of a believer’s life and behavior, from the internal character 

of a person to the external behavior. The context of this growth is within the community 

of faith. Believers gathered together, learning how to practice the disciplines, will ensure 

accountability and shared reflection on what is taught and experienced.  

In Western churches, pastors, elders, and congregational leaders must give an 

urgent plea for believers to choose to engage in practices that will aid in their spiritual 

transformation. The great modern travesty is that Christians choose not to participate in 

life-changing practices that support their spiritual growth. The Christian life is marked by 

devotion to God that streams into every aspect of life; it is not an apathetic, lethargic, 

existence of nominal faith. At FPC, the fundamental shift from discipleship as a Sunday- 

only activity to an everyday endeavor is taking place. Slowly, members are beginning to 

understand that Christianity is about discipleship to Jesus Christ and not just membership 

in a local church club. As members’ faith is renewed, as they practice the spiritual 

disciplines and spend time with God, and as they engage in ministry within their spheres 

of influence, dynamic spiritual growth will occur and spiritual fruit will grow.  

It is exciting to think about a church whose members are serious about practicing 

and growing in their faith. It is crucial for Christians to choose to pursue whole-life 

discipleship. One the one hand, churches need believers to abandon themselves and 

follow Christ regardless of the cost. On the other hand, believers need to realize that there 

are certain things that only God can do. It is only by God’s power, working in the hearts 

                                                 
3 Dallas Willard, Hearing God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1984), 31. 
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and lives of people that actual lasting transformation can and will occur. Believers must 

trust that God can and will initiate and maintain his transforming work in their hearts and 

lives, but they must choose to have an active spiritual life. It is through partnership with 

God that Christians are transformed into the likeness of Christ.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

“FIRSTS” ASSOCIATED WITH FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, HOUSTON 

 
Source: Judy King, Except the Lord Build: The Sesquicentennial History of First Presbyterian Church, 

Houston, Texas, 1839-1989 (Houston, TX: D. Armstrong Co, 1989) 

 

May 13, 1838 – First Sabbath School opened in Houston, possibly in Texas. 

Nov. 25, 1838 – The Rev. W. Y. Allen helped organize first Bible Society in Houston. 

Jan. 20, 1839 – The Rev. W. Y. Allen gave first temperance speech in Houston. 

March 31, 1839 – First Presbyterian was first church organized in Houston. 

April 14, 1839 – Held first communion in Houston. 

1840 – First church building in Houston. 

April 3, 1840 – Presbytery of Brazos was first foreign missionary presbytery organized in 

accordance with General Assembly procedures. 

Feb. 11, 1843 – First Presbyterian installed first church bell in Houston. 

Spring, 1847 – The Rev. J. W. Miller was first commissioner to General Assembly from 

Texas.  

Nov. 23, 1847 – First installation of Presbyterian pastor in Texas (the Rev. James W. 

Miller). 

Oct. 30, 1851 – The Rev. J. W. Miller was first stated clerk of Synod of Texas. 

1883 – Ladies’ Association published first cookbook in Texas. 

Jan., 1928 – Dr. W. S. Jacobs preached first sermon broadcast over radio in Houston 

1944 – Dr. Charles L. King was first minister from Brazos Presbytery to be elected 

moderator of General Assembly. 

1949 – First Presbyterian Church became first completely air-conditioned church in 

Texas (including sanctuary, offices, classrooms, etc.). 

Oct., 1971 – Dr. David L. Stitt, associate pastor, was nominated for the office of 

moderator of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, U.S. He was the first 

person endorsed by Brazos Presbytery for a national office.  

 

Historical Marker Inscription 

 

Organized March 31 (Easter Sunday), 1839, in Senate Chamber, Capitol of Republic of 

Texas, Main at Texas. Had eleven members. Organizer was the Rev. Wm. Youel Allen, 

Missionary from the United States. James Burke was elected Ruling Elder. Service of 

Worship and Sunday School (begun on May 13, 1838) continued in the Capitol which 

Church building was being put up on site (NW corner, Main and Capitol) given by the 

Allen Family was had founded Houston.  

 

This Church was first House of Worship to be completed in Houston. Dedicated on Feb. 

13, 1842, it was used for meetings of other denominations and groups. Here the House of 

Representatives met in summer of 1842, and President Sam Houston addressed a joint 

session of Congress. Thus the congregation repaid the Republic’s hospitality of 1838-

1839. 
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Original Church having burned in 1862, a brick structure was built in 1867, and served 

until the erection of a large stone edifice, Main at McKinney, 1894. First destroyed part 

of that building in 1932. Present Church was occupied 1948 and dedicated Sept. 12, 

1954. Through the years, this church body has contributed devout men to be leaders in 

the business and professions of Nation and State. (1970).  
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APPENDIX B 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SMALL GROUP PARTICIPANTS 

 
1. How long have you been a member of FPC? 

a. 0-3 years 
b. 4-7 years 
c. 8-12 years 
d. More than 13 years 

 

2. How long have you been a participant in the sermon-based small group ministry? 
a. 1 year 
b. 2 years 
c. 3 years 
d. 4 years 

 

3. What has been your overall impression of the sermon-based small group ministry? 
a. Helpful in my spiritual walk 
b. Moderately helpful 
c. Somewhat helpful 
d. Not helpful 

 

Explain: 

 

4. On a scale of 0 to 5, 5 being extremely helpful, how helpful to your spiritual growth 
was this project on spiritual disciplines: 

 

0…………….1..………….2…..……….3..………….4..………….5 

 

Explain:  

 
5. What was the one discipline that was most meaningful to you?  

a. Solitude 
b. Sabbath 
c. Service 

 

Explain: 

 
6. Would you be an advocate for expanding this project to include all small groups? 

a. Yes 
b. No  

 

Short Answer: 
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