
The Makings of Spirituality

Introduction


I believe that God can change our inner lives, but this is achieved only through the full acceptance of God’s presence. The practices of recollection, fasting, silence, and solitude are essential parts of spiritual maturity, a way of arranging oneself to accept God’s presence in our lives.  This essay will discuss silence and solitude along with fasting. 


Spirituality is about direction.  For a truly spiritual life, all I need are loving intentions toward others, faith in God, and faith in us. Healthy spiritual growth starts with my ability to live a suitable and pleasing life for God. The practices of silence and solitude, as well as fasting, are necessary parts of spiritual growth.  Spirituality requires a certain discipline to manage our lives and to accept God’s presence within them.  Behind each of these disciplines is a relationship with God and the practice of living by His will.  This idea motivates people’s mission for finding their own spirituality, which should include every part of life.  


In his model of Christian spiritual development, Lawrence Kohlberg describes four levels of spiritual maturity.  “They are listed in his work as accommodation to God's law out of fear of punishment or hope for reward, respect for and obedience to God's law and.  The Ten Commandments, personal commitment to a Christian worldview that is based on personal principles, and movement beyond the focus on the individual self to a more kingdom-centred commitment to God's glory” (as cited in Gibson, 2004, p. 294).  Each of these levels of spiritual development through faith practice some specific spiritual ways for guidance. These beliefs and ideas are included in the matter of spiritual disciplines taught as a means of spiritual growth.  The Bible teaches that Jesus Himself requested that instead of being taken out of the world, his followers should maintain themselves in it through prayer and faith.  They sought to perfect the qualities of silence, solitude, and fasting.  
Silence and Solitude

The Bible speaks of the Creation: God ‘spoke’ and the world came to exist.  The centre of Christian meditation is to return to this original position. Silence can be best described as time spent with God, focusing only on his word in quiet reflection. “Voluntarily and temporarily withdrawing to privacy for spiritual purpose,” said Jay Adams (qtd. in Whitney, n.d., p. 173), is time spent in silent reflection. From this I gain a state of awareness and know that God is present. “This inner stillness and attentive listening brings total surrender to God's word.  This leads to spiritual poverty and self-emptying” (Duff, 2003, p. 227).  During a period of silence I seek God’s voice and guidance. The place of safety of silence helps cleanse and refresh me.  

Spirituality involves yielding in silence to presence that is God’s presence.  This is what makes silence vital. However, we live in society where the idea of silence and solitude is difficult, but I believe silence helps me to grasp how impossible my sense of self-importance is in comparison to God’s presence.  People are used to being motivated by hearing as a means of enduring in the world around us.  Many cannot function through the day without some form of sonic motivation such as a television or radio playing in the background. But I must internalise what my mind hears and that is very difficult to do so. I need to try to break out the thoughts and senses of everyday life when seeking God through silence. 

Today’s society does not value silence to the extent to which it is needed for spiritual growth.  The act of being silent is a rather large task in itself though a worthwhile one. In studying counselling, one of the many aspects was to develop my listening skills and art of silence when clients were speaking. This to me is the same as spending time with God. I need to develop my listen skills so I am in tune with Him and His will for my life.  


Silence is not simply the absence of noise or speech in the book of (James 1:26) we learn to control our speech.  It is a deeper level of acknowledgement of the presence of something.  Silence can be thought of as the acknowledgement that must start communication with God when we are ready and willing to listen to His voice. We are willing to accept God’s glory and guidance by submitting ourselves to hearing God speak.  Throughout the lives of Jesus and His disciples, they devoted themselves to solitude and silence (Matt 4:1, Luke 5:16, Mark 1:36). Within these verses Jesus retreats to a quiet place before making decisions or confronting spiritual challenges. Silence and solitude are usually found together, though they can be distinguished as two separate disciplines.  

It is believed that one of the more obvious reasons for seeking solitude from earthly noise is to hear the voice of God better.  There are many Biblical references of followers of God’s teachings taking part in solitary journeys for this purpose. In the book of Celebration of Discipline Foster (1989) suggests practical ways for taking “advantage of the little solitudes that fill our day” in your bedroom, reading, having coffee first thing (p. 131). If we spend time with God like this we become Christ like.


The discipline of solitude is described by many as the act of being in a state of privacy or isolation from everyone around us.  “Many believe that this state also brings about a sense of awareness of the simplicities of life without involving oneself in the extravagance of worldly things so that we can be humble in our time with God” (Buchholz, 1998, pp. 50-70).  When we practice solitude, my mind also knows this situation of calmness and awareness in relationship to the previous condition of tension that I may feel normally, which relaxes into obedience. Solitude provides time for prayer and meditation.  “Meditation can be described as a method of achieving spiritual harmony.  It is for this reason that religious or spiritual voyages are often taken alone” (Buchholz, 1998, pp. 50-70).  Spiritual pilgrimages can bring about of state of non-attachment to the world and yet, simultaneously, unity with God.  Jesus taught that the disciples engage in private prayer in a secret place of communion.  

Even so, it is not necessary to seclude us from all noises and people in order to hear God speak.  However, there are times when we need to isolate ourselves from the noises of the world in order to give God our undivided attention.  It is during these times of both silence and solitude that an individual can concentrate on practicing prayer, and meditation, without interruption.

Fasting


The central purpose of fasting is to discipline oneself in a way that encourages a transcendent state of mind in order to raise positive feelings. Fasting entails not only self-discipline from eating and drinking, but also involves indulging in practices of self-purification and obedience such as prayer and meditation. Fasting helps to develop patience, as well as moral and spiritual strength. 


Christianity practices fasting in a manner of humility (Luke 18:19-14). Fasting is used in Christianity as a preparation for communion with God. Many believe that the practice of fasting leaves one in a humble and accepting state, which develops a higher level of awareness to the presence of God. In his book The Practice and the Presence of God, Brother Lawrence (1999) says “we cannot show God our loyalty to Him more than by renouncing our worldly selves as much as a thousand times a day to enjoy even a single moment with Him” (p. 7). Brother Lawrence frequently took himself away from the temptations of worldly things as a necessary part of spirituality and his relationship with God. For Brother Lawrence, the presence of God is apparent when you worship and praise Him.  

Fasting is an individual’s acknowledgement of their total dependence on God. People often fast to get closer to God and become more in tune to his will. Christianity teaches us that when we are more deeply in tune with God’s presence through fasting; however, God stated in (Matt: 14-15) that there is a specific time to fast and by doing this we’ll hear God speak to us and give guidance accordingly.  People can often get so caught up in their accomplishments and successes that they sometimes forget that God is the reason fasting is effective and it should be purposeful to seek his guidance, express grief, but most important to be humble before Him (Whitney, n.d., pp. 155-170). Fasting brings us back to that reality. 

Conclusion

As Christians we practice certain traditional behaviors. Much of this is done automatically, because as children, we are simply told to behave and to think about spirituality in a certain way. However, once the full understanding of the meaning of these practices and beliefs is grasped, spiritual development is not experienced purely on a personal level. Spiritual growth occurs when the individual’s inner faith succeeds through prayer, silence, solitude, and fasting. Spiritual development will continue to grow in the awareness of God’s presence. It is in this position that we are in total peace and in complete acceptance, awaiting God’s guidance, which can only be heard in the humbleness and obedience. We must submit to these qualities to understand and feel God’s presence in our lives.
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