Becoming Truly Human: Transformation into Christlikeness
Christopher Morton
Springs GTW – Week 5

Transformation and Real Life: How do we really make this happen?

Over the past four weeks we have talked about important theological topics.  We have discussed the importance of Jesus’ humanity and its implications for our own destiny as true human beings.  We talked about the topics of identity, community, and trust and faith.  While it is my firm belief that there is no such thing as theoretical knowledge, these individual items do not necessarily in and of themselves generate a process of transformation into our true humanity.  This final week, we will delve closer into the ingredients of daily life that can aid in the process.  
I do however want to place the caveat here that I am in no way prescribing a particular approach to this task of moving into our true humanity.  God has designed each of us with unique qualities, including our personalities, talents, strengths and limitations.  What I want to do here is merely describe the ingredients that are available to us through the gift of the Holy Spirit and the life of Christian community.  What is key is to understand (and here I do suggest being part of a Christian group that is committed to transformation and/or finding someone who can act as your spiritual director) is that the following ingredients have the power to work to build your identity, to form your community and to shape your experience of reality and eyes of faith.
The Negative Side of the Spiritual Disciplines

Historically one of the chief tools in the process of becoming truly human has the spiritual disciplines. While these disciplines (see final page for the list) have been powerful in leading to change in the lives of individuals and communities, more often than not they have led simply to helping people to change their behavior.  Let me reiterate, along with Dallas Willard, St. Thomas A’Kempis, and many others, that transformation into the humanity of Christ is not about behavior modification. With all due respect, that is what secular and New Age training programs often end up producing, and it is the reason why so many Americans are interested in Scientology and Buddhism.  American in particular love to change our behavior – we change our diets, our musical preferences, even our churches as an attempt to “shake things up” in regards to our current (unsatisfactory) lives. The problem is, and always has been, that no matter what modifications we make, not matter where we “go,” we take ourselves with us.  Transformation into true humanity does end up changing our behavior, but it is focused on changing our whole being.  
Focus on mere behavior modification is one of the issues historically in the use of the spiritual disciplines.  Another is that it often becomes a pursuit in legalism rather than in freedom.  Legalism comes in two forms.  The first is simply “acting like it” when you don’t really desire it.  This is the world of going through the motions.  It flows from choosing to be part of community but not really accepting (or understanding) what the community holds at the center – what it is that defines the community.  In some extreme forms of example this is people who engage in the spiritual disciplines but, who live a life that is a complete embarrassment to the name of Christ and to the community. 
The second type of legalism is related to the first.  This is when the pursuit of the disciplines inside a context that is not graced based. We usually think of grace simply as “saving us from hell.”  This is really a reduction of grace to its most base parts.  Instead, an environment of grace provides a liberating context for the pursuit of transformation through the disciplines.  First, it places the pursuit of true humanity in the proper light.  We are not doing this so we can receive God’s approval (i.e., transformation is a pursuit of God’s love and without it or a slackening of effort, we are doomed to receive Gods’ scorn) or so we can receive “jewels in our crown” (in other words, we still seek to be better than our neighbour and therefore see their own advancement into humanity as threat to us, and so we pursue transformation for our private and self-centered ends alone).  Like the example in the paragraph above, this is a sign that we have not really grasped the central reality of the Gospel and its community forming reality. 
But there is another type of legalism rooted in an improper understanding of grace.  In this type, we are so consumed by fear of rejection from within the community that we purusue the disciplines hoping and praying that they will not find out the truth about us.  Without an environment  of grace as well as an environment of truth there is no desire to walk in the light, and the disciplines serve merely to live life in the shade. As Alan Andrews, President of The Navigators says, “Trust is built and that trust elicits a desire to walk in the truth.  It is through this trust and the environment of grace that it helps develop that people feel free to let go of false selves and begin to truly be transformed into who God intends them to be.”
One more word about the negative side of the spiritual disciplines.  Many people feel that since we are saved by grace that to pursue the spiritual disciplines is to reject God’s grace and to try and “save ourselves.”  First, we must remember that the disciplines have power precisely because they make room for the Holy Spirit to conform us to the likeness of Christ. There is no power in the disciplines themselves, as except as behavior modification tools – and even then they are not as good as other tools.  Second, God is saving us not simply from hell but to our true humanity, and so to fail to engaged in disciplines is to reject the work of God in this life.  As Dallas Willard says, “Grace is not opposed to effort, its opposed to earning.”  It is this context that we understand such passages as Ephesians 2:8-10 and Philippians 2:12-13.
The purposes of the spiritual disciplines are that we may grow in our love for the Triune God revealed to us in Jesus Christ and that we may experience the abundant life that Jesus promised (John 10:10) by the conforming of our very humanity to his.  In the light of that, lest take a look at the disciplines and how they work to confirm our identity, develop our community and increase our faith and trust.
The Disciplines of Abstinence 
Dallas Willard has helpfully broken the disciplines into two main categories.  The first of these are the disciplines of abstinence, by which Willard means those where we do not do certain things so that we can “de-tox” from the effects of having absorbed the way of the flesh (what Willard calls the Mind of the Flesh).  Just as having a diet of junk food causes the body harm and cannot be undone simply by stopping, so too with the infliction of the world of flesh on our identity, community, trust and flesh. These disciplines of the abstinence not only stop you from taking in “the world,” but they allow for the process of detoxifying, of removing the collective “ways of the flesh” from your system (especially when practiced in conjunction with the disciplines of engagement).  Lets look at just a couple of these:
Solitude and Silence:

Why:
To disengage from the world and from noise.  To remind purify the inputs that take place every moment in life.  These are two separate disciplines.  Silence keeps us from having to take control (one of the prime features of the modern life).  We are receivers not initiators. Silence requires us to not defend, not charge, not prove, but to be silent and to let the hope of trying to “prove” ourselves slide away.  Solitude has a similar impact.  Solitude reminds us that we have a soul, that we are not simply who we know, what we have done, and our chemical and psychological responses to these inputs. Solitude leaves space for the experience of God and you – to be reminded of who and what is important.
Time:
Start small, not long periods of time, build to it.  You may be saying, “I don’t have time for this, THIS IS JUST MORE WORK!”  Remember, the goal is Christ likeness, so we must challenge of our faith.  We have to be willing to take the time to invest in our own soul. If you wait to have the time, forget it, it will never happen, you need to make time for this.
Fasting:

Why:
First, fasting works to break the dependency on ourselves. We must learn that with are not self-sufficient.  Our sufficiency is in God, in every respect.  When we simply provide for our strength, we do not allow God to move into our lives in ways that He needs to in order to heal us and transform us.  It sounds strange but God will not compete for our attention.  Second, fasting is the process of feasting on the will of the Father, learning of this direct access of 
our bodies to God, to actually feast on Him.

Time:
Should not go over three days.  Fasting is rarely a pleasant experience.  As detoxify we rarely feel better, and the same is true in the process of transformation…fasting simply doesn’t feel good.  
As you can see by just looking at these three Disciplines of Abstinence, the focus of this group is to get us out of our present “ways of life” and to allow times for our selves to be healed and then to be nourished to strength in Christ.  Willard sees these disciplines as a bit more “event” oriented than I do.  Few of us will be able to take week-long silent retreats like my friend Jill. Besides, the occasional experience does little to aid the everyday process of growing into Christlikeness.  The way I practice these is short experiences of these disciplines on an every day/week basis.  Taking fifteen minutes to de-tox from noise and people – be it at lunch or before bed – is important to remind me of God’s presence and the fact that I am not in control.  Once a week I attempt to fast from a meal – not to lose weight or because I am busy – but because I need to feast upon his sustaining presence.  Again, this is part of my own practice, you must adapt them to your life and you personality.
The Disciplines of Engagement 
This second category is the Disciplines of Engagement.  these are the disciplines and activities of the spiritual life that we are probably both more accustomed to and enjoy more.  We like to “do things” (its our American culture again) and these give us something to do.  But the key is not to engage in these activities because they are Christian activities, or because everyone does, or because they are a good use of your time. Rather, these disciplines help to form and shape our bodies to see the world as it truly is (faith), to know who we are (identity), to bring us together in a grace-oriented environment (community) and to help us grow in our surrender of our old identity to Christ (trust).  Quite literally by engaging in these activities we experience (sometime in significant ways, sometimes in small tastes) life in the kingdom – true humanity in Christ.

Study:

Why:
Study is not just to fill our minds with the information.  Information, in contrast to what the powers that be tell us, is not power.  It is, to use another phrase, “the booby prize.”  We study so that the information, the facts of scripture and of great theology, spiritual treatises, and, I believe, quality fiction, can be put into a larger frame of understanding.  Studying allow us to see the world as it really is and as it really is in the process of becoming.  Study alerts us to our own biases and allows for the mindset that makes us the center of the world to be overturned.  Dallas Willard says that with study, “I take its order and nature into my thoughts, and even into my feelings and actions.  It is in study that we place our minds fully upon God and his kingdom. (The Divine Conspiracy, p. 361). 
Scripture  

Memorization:
Why:
Related to the discipline is scripture memorization.  For years I struggled with why we should memorize scripture. After all, we almost always access to a Bible.  But the key is what memorization does for us.  When we memorize the content of what we have studied does not stay outside of us, but rather begins the process of invading us, filling every pour of our body.  As Willard says, “The human mind and system will not work right unless it is inhabited and pervaded by the truth about God which is revealed in Scripture.”  This is what the active memorization (or feasting) of scripture does for us in the course of daily life.  It reforms the cravings of our very life, as our inner being craves and desires the things that have saturated it.  It is in the combination of study and scripture memorization that we experience “intensive internalization of the kingdom order…and learning from the Living Word establishes good epidermal response of thought, feeling, and action. And these in turn integrate us into the flow of God’s eternal reign.  We rally come to think and believe differently, and that changes everything else. (The Divine Conspiracy, p. 362)
Worship:

Why:
Study must lead to worship and worship needs study.  Ignorant worship is of limited value and can be very dangerous to our being.  We may develop “a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Romans 10:1-4) and that creates individual and communities that end up harming themselves and others.  At the same time, worship must beaded to study for the goal of transformation is (in part) “the renewal o four mind through a willing absorption in the radiant person who is worthy of all praise.” (The Divine Conspiracy, p. 362)   If we just study and don’t worship the knowledge itself becomes the idol, and control is returned to the individual, and with that the loss of their true selves and real relationship with God.  Worship (should) “imprint on our whole being the reality that we study.  The effect is a radical disruption of the powers of evil in us and around us.” (The Divine Conspiracy, p. 363)   In worship we are ascribing greatness and goodness to God and this (should) call for us to throw our whole being into the project.  For, it is in worship where we taste and experience the glow and power of our true citizenship.  
As you can see the two types of disciplines work together.  The problem is that most plans for transformation emphasize either one side or the other, and since our personalities are either more prone to doing or to abstaining, we grab hold of the side we like and then cannot understand why we aren’t experience any good out of our work of transformation.  Detoxing without re-filling the body with the content of the Kingdom of God leaves one in the situation Jesus described in Luke 11:24-26, when he says sweeping out one evil spirit but not filling the body with God’s kingdom leaves one in worse shape then before.  But likewise, filling one self with the quality Kingdom realities without cleansing the body of the toxins of complete acceptance of the “world” creates a Pharisee, ones who, as Jesus says in Matthew 23:23, “give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former” and also “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” (John 5:39-40)  We need to undergo in the course of our transformation both the constant impact of detoxing of non-kingdom realities and refilling ourselves of the things of the Kingdom.

The Process is Not Easy

The simple fact is that this is not an easy process, and it is something that will continue throughout life.  There is no way that we can not live in the world.  Not only is it impractical, it is also un-biblical.  We are citizen of the Kingdom of God but are residents of this world.  Because of this we will always be adding new and sweater worldly elements to our constitution.  Detoxifying will be a lifetime call.  At the same time we can never absorb all there is about God and his kingdom.  You probably have had many people who you admire admit that the more they learn about the Triune God the more they become aware of how little they know. This is not simply a truism, it is part of the hope of our lives.  God is really infinite, and it is filling our finite selves with his infinite reality that we find and receive more and more of ourselves.  

What I have been talking about the past five weeks is primarily what theologians and pastors call “above the line” and “on the line” issues. If you turn to last page you will find a representation of this process. You will see much of the content of our previous classes on the top two lines (i.e., above and on the line).  The thing we are often either afraid or ill-equipped to deal with is the “below the line” issues.  The biggest inhibitor to the process of transformation into true humanity are these below the line issues.  Time and time again people who believe all the right things never get past first base in this process because either these below the line issues are never addressed or because, as hurting people, we hide and protect these deeper realities.  This is where participation in a community of grace and truth is so vitally important.  The core outcomes of pride, shame, fear, anger and guilt will not ever be allowed to be seen and dealt with unless grace (the acceptance of you as one who is growing into your true humanity – not as one who “should” already be perfect) is present, the process of transformation will be stopped dead by these under the line issues.  At the same time, if we do not hold to truth, a truth that does not accept the goal of less than transformation into true humanity, then we will shorten the process, creating a shadow of humanity that is now the prize, and people will experience the life of faith as either a fraud or powerless.  It is only in community, a community committed to transformation into Christlikeness for the purposes of being what God has created us to be and participating in mission of the renewal of creation, that we can really get to these core issues.  It is a difficult process, but it is also the way of experience the “light of life.” (John 8:13)
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