Winterfest 2012 Pre-Event Lesson - 1

“12”

Before the lesson: 

1.  Say a prayer for your students and your time together.  Ask that God speak through you so they may hear His Word.

2.  Go over these notes and make them your own.  Use what works for you.  You may not want to use all of this material.  Adapt this plan (edit, add, subtract) to make it fit you and your circumstance.   Make note of the extra material provided for you at the end.  
3.  Have enough paper, crayons, colored pencils or markers for each student to use in the introductory exercise.  Make a copy of the Conclusion exercise for each student.
4.  View these video links to determine if you want to incorporate the videos into your lesson plans:  (some videos require purchase)
     http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FKK0vVt-Lj0&feature=related   Life With God
     http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CBKrcgZ9-c&NR=1   God Loves You...No Matter What
     http://www.ignitermedia.com/mini-movies/572/Proof   Proof of God’s Love
     http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TWgeUrD4MHI      

     http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GzfPHnoT0-0
     Music videos of “How He Loves Us” by The David Crowder Band.  
     This song beautifully describes God’s love for us.  
Remember: The aim of this lesson is to prepare students for what they will hear during the sessions at Winterfest 2012. 

Introduction

It all begins with God.  Any discussion of faith or life or spiritual journeys or spiritual disciplines must begin with God.  That’s where it all starts.  And that discussion of God is affected by your perception of God.  

Who is God to you, right now?   Ask your students the question:   If you were to say the first word that pops into your mind when you hear the word, “God,” what is that word that comes to your mind?  

What is your picture of God?  

Suggested Exercise:  Ask each student to share their personal image of God.  Distribute paper, markers, crayons or colored pencils and draw your picture of God.  How do you see God?
After each student has had plenty of time to thoughtfully complete their drawing, ask the following questions:

~ What does this picture tell you about how you see God?  
~ What does this picture tell you about your relationship with God?  
~  If you think this is a childish exercise, ask yourself, “Has my view of God changed 
    significantly from my childhood?  If so how? 
How do I see God?  Do you have any picture in your mind at all?  
Do you see God as a Cosmic Sheriff just waiting to catch you doing something wrong?  
Do you have a picture of him as a Busy Mechanic working hard keeping the world going?  
Do you see him as a Butler who is there just to serve you and grant all your desires?  
Is he the Host of the Party?  The one who wants nothing but fun, all good feelings; where everybody goes to heaven?  
Is he the Forgetful Grandfather sitting in his rocking chair, hard of hearing, taking his medicine, distant and removed from what is really going on?
Ask students: What are the implications of seeing God in the ways mentioned above?
Key Point: Our perception of God will determine our relationship with God.   
(Note the Additional Resource at the end of this lesson by Rick Warren entitled: God Is Not A “Gotcha” God.)
Our goal is to come closer to God; to deepen our relationship with Him.  
Before we can get there, we need to be sure that we understand some basic things about God. 

Bible Study
In the Bible, God shows us who He really is and what He is like.  One of the reasons we have the Bible is so that we can know what He is really like.  From beginning to end, Genesis to Revelation, the picture of God is consistent.   He is a God of love and relationship.  All He does is based in love.  From Adam to Noah to Abraham to Moses to Samuel to David until today……. everyone is loved by God.    
All humans have a hunger for God because we are made for relationship…..we were made for Him.  Only God can satisfy our deepest longings, but we humans try to satisfy them in every other kind of way.     We chase money, popularity, fame, status, pleasure and many other methods to fill our deepest longings.  We worship other gods.  But none of these other idols can ultimately satisfy.
God clearly condemns idolatry, but does not condemn that craving for something to make us whole.  Indeed, when Paul goes to Athens, the city that epitomized the best of culture in his day, he finds it full of idols.  Asked to speak about his God in front of a group of philosophers, Paul does not condemn their hunger for gods, but praises it.  Having found an altar inscribed, “To An Unknown God,” he says, “Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you” (Acts 17:23).
The God that Paul describes is the loving God who made heaven and earth.  He created humans so he could have relationship with them.  “God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27).  Paul then quotes, not the Bible, but pagan poets who say, “ ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his offspring’” (Acts 17:28).
So what’s wrong with paganism?  It’s not simply that theses idolaters are wrong about God.  What is devastating is that their wrong view of God kept them from fully embracing his love.  Although they do not know it, these idol worshippers are beloved children of God.

Our God is not distant, angry, or powerless.  He is a God who is near to us, near to all.  He wants us to come close to him in love.  He became one of us in Jesus to captivate us with gentle, endearing words and self-sacrificing acts.  At our births, he placed within each of us a hunger for happiness, wholeness, and meaning.  A hunger for him.  God loves and want you for his own.
God invites us into a loving relationship with Him. 

He shows his love for us in at least three ways.

1.  He is a loving Father.  See Luke 15:11-32.

2.  God became a man in the form of Jesus Christ.  See John 3:16-17.

3.  He continues to live in us through the Holy Spirit.  See John 14:15-19.
The question for each one of us is: Will I open myself to receive God’s love?  Will I participate in practices and disciplines that facilitate God’s working in me? These practices are “spiritual practices, not because they are mysterious, religious, inner or sacred (although they may be all these things), but because they come from the Holy Spirit of God.
Many Christians may use spiritual disciplines and practices as techniques to make themselves better, holier, and more spiritual.  They forget that God gives us these practices so that we may seek Him.  It is God that we want, not religion, spirituality, meaning or even happiness.  But to truly desire to “seek the face of God” (Psalm 24:6), we must be confident of the fact that God is seeking us.  God wants us more than we want Him.  The eternal, almighty Father, Son and Holy Spirit of God deeply want a relationship with us.  That is why it is important to begin a discussion of spiritual disciplines with a reminder of the God’s awesome love for us.
That relationship is a lot like a romance.  God doesn’t choose to rule with an iron fist. He doesn’t condemn.  He invites. He tries to win us over.  He only asks to love and cherish us.  For our own good He asks for our love in return.  “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” (Psalm 34:8)

If the idea of falling in love with God sounds strange to you, remember the Bible frequently describes the relationship between God and his people this way.  The Old Testament speaks of God pursuing his beloved Israel with gentle words of intimacy, “Therefore I am now going to allure her; I will lead her into the desert and speak tenderly to her” (Hosea 2:14, see also Isaiah 62:5; Jeremiah 2:2;Ezekiel 16:8).  God even invites his people to call him their husband:  “In that day,” declares the Lord, “you will call me ‘my husband’; you will no longer call me ‘my master.’” (Hosea 2:16)

Jesus uses the language of romance when he calls himself our husband and us his bride (Matthew 9:15; Mark 2:19; John 3:29). Paul and John also use this romantic, relational, marriage imagery (Romans 7:1-4;  2 Corinthians 11:2; Ephesians 5:22-23; Revelation 19:7;21:2; 22:17).  If we are uncomfortable with this biblical image of romance with God, maybe we need to examine the depth of our relationship with Him.  His love for us is stronger than the love of any husband for his wife or wife for her husband.
Being a Christian means falling in love with the God we see revealed in Jesus Christ.  This mysterious process of God lovingly at work in us is not a trick or a shortcut or a technique.  It is a way of life.  It is believing from the heart; believing that God loves us.  It is living in that place of deep trust and acceptance.
We do not live in that place alone.  Not only are we with God, but with others who are also in love with God.  That’s why life in community is so important in Christian spirituality.  The spiritual disciplines and practices we will learn about at Winterfest are not only for individuals but are also practices for groups.  There is no Lone Ranger spirituality.  Jesus teaches us that even when we go into our private place to be alone with God, we don’t pray to “my Father” but to “our Father.”  That’s why small groups are so important to spiritual growth.  
Our relationship with a loving God is not always an easy one.  Just as in human relationships, the closer we get to God the greater the pain and the greater the joy.  Jesus calls us to take up our crosses and follow Him.  We put to death the deeds of the body so that we may have life (Romans 8:13).  Know up front that Christian spirituality is not easy.  Some people might even be afraid that loving God is too difficult for them.

It IS demanding.  God wants all that we are.  There is no corner of our hearts and lives that He does not desire.  But He desires them because it is truly good for us.  Ultimately, he does not want to fix us, reform us, or merely save us from hell.  Instead, He wants to receive us, accept us and love us.  
All this talk of God’s love is not meant simply to make us feel good about ourselves.  It is meant to invite us into a life of love.  Answering that call will demand our time, effort and discipline.  We should think twice before beginning a more intentional journey of discipleship.  But at the end of that long road is a God who loves us.  Although we may not always feel Him near, He is with us; not just at the end, but every step of the way.  
We need to look for him every step of the way.  It will be helpful for you to review your life journey so far.  Take some time to reflect on how God has constantly pursued you.  Look for him in those mountain top experiences and in times of doubt and despair.  Think of the turning points in your life.  Was God there? Did you sense Him at work in your life?  Were you looking?   Did you see Him at church?  In your friends?  In prayer?  In the beauty of his creaton?  In your darkest hour?  Have you experienced the absence of God?

Maybe even now you don’t feel close to Him.  Perhaps God still seems distant, angry, removed or powerless to you.  You may feel far from Him.  You may not feel like God’s beloved son or daughter.  What should you do?  

The invitation from God still stands.  He still wants you whether you feel he does or not.  The first step is to act as though God loves you even if you’re not fully convinced he does.  If you follow the spiritual disciplines and practices you’ll learn about at Winterfest and in the following weeks,with the intent of seeking God, then you can act yourself into a new way of being.  Faith and feeling will follow  if you take God up on his offer of love and relationship.  In the words of Therese of Lisieux, “Jesus does not demand great deeds, but only gratitude and self-surrender.”
Conclusion

   We will not have a desire to get closer to God if we have a misconception of Him.   Therefore, it is really important that we understand some basic things about Him.
1.  God Is Creator

2.  God Loves You

3.  God Makes a Way for You

4.  God Invites You  

  How do you respond?  Do you accept his proposal?  If you have, are you continuing to grow in that relationship?  Do you know him better today than a year ago?  

Have each student complete the exercise below:
[image: image1.jpg]In the picture above pick one child who
to you best describes where you are in
your spiritual journey. Now pick the
one child who best depicts where you
would like to be in your spiritual walk
with God.




Discussion Questions

~ Write down the names you use most often for God.  What do they tell you about your relationship with God?  What name for God do you use when you pray?  How would you describe God?

~ What is your reaction to the concept of a romance with God?  Why do you react that way?  What does your reaction say about your view of God?

~ Can you make yourself love God? Can you act yourself into a new way of being?  What’s the use of practicing spirituality if you don’t feel spiritual?  

Close in prayer. 

This lesson is taken largely from Chapter One of the book, “Living God’s Love, An Invitation to Christian Spirituality” by Gary Holloway and Earl Lavender and is used by permission.  This book is published by Leafwood Publishers and is a recommended resource for you as a group leader as you prepare yourself to guide your students into the life-giving path of the spiritual disciplines.
Additional Resource 1:

God Is Not A “Gotcha” God
by Rick Warren

“Commit your work to the Lord, and then your plans will succeed.” Proverbs 16:3 (NLT)
God is for your success in life; he created you for a purpose and he wants you to succeed. It is God, your Creator, who will measure your success in life, and no one else.

Knowing God is for you will change your whole perspective on life. You’ll stop thinking of God as someone looking down from Heaven, ready to yell “Gotcha!” anytime you mess up. 

This is extremely good news! 

It means you don’t need to be afraid of God, because God is for you. Yet some people are so afraid of God that they get nervous just talking about him. Do you know why? They feel guilty, and then they start thinking, “If I get close to God, he’s going to lecture me. He’s going to remind me of all the things I’ve done wrong, and then I’ll feel even worse!”

Nothing could be further from the truth of God. Jesus said, “I did not come into the world to condemn it, but to save it”. In effect, Jesus is saying, “I didn’t come to scold you; I came to save you.”
If God is for us, who can be against us?
Additional Resource 2:

Also provided for you is a series of lessons on fourteen specific spiritual disciplines.  These lessons are written by Joel McClure and are used with permission.  They are for you to use in whatever way you deem best for your situation. The first of the eight lessons is included below because it is a good introduction to the spiritual disciplines.
introduction: why spiritual disciplines?

"Superficiality is the curse of our age…. The desperate need today is not for                                      a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people."
-Richard Foster, "Celebration of Discipline"


"The spiritual life is first of all a life. It is not merely                                                             something to be known and studied, it is to be lived."
-Thomas Merton, "Thoughts in Solitude"

"Everybody thinks of changing humanity and nobody thinks of changing himself."
--Leo Tolstoy

Once upon a time, a group of men from Chicago left their jobs in the high-rise office buildings, moved to the prairie, and bought some farmland. 
"We're farmers!" They all declared to each other. And all summer long they would go to the field to watch their crop grow up. However, when September rolled in, their fields were filled with goldenrod and all kinds of wildflowers and weeds. 
"Where's the corn?" they asked each other. And they wondered what they could have possibly done wrong.

Growing up in the church, I have often noted the fact that so few "long-time church members" experience the significant life-change expected from many years as students of Jesus. Like those city boys, they purchase the land, but do nothing to cultivate a field in which growth could take place.
Why do so many of us feel like we just have not grown very much in the likeness of our Master? Are we just spiritually "thick-headed?" Are we just not "built" to be spiritual giants? Or have we simply not been taught what it means to be a student of Jesus?
Perhaps we as the church have placed so much emphasis on making converts that we have neglected to make disciples. We work hard to help people come to faith--to become a "Christian"-but can you identify any intentional efforts to help people become more like our Teacher?
Perhaps we have emphasized a wrong teaching about faith and its relationship to good deeds. Works has gotten a bad rap, while workless faith has grown more appealing-"cheap grace" as Bonhoeffer stated it.
Maybe both are involved. Maybe something else. In any case, we must realize that something is wrong, and we must take steps-even "radical" steps-to "strengthen what remains and is about to die" (Revelation 3:2).
This study is an invitation for you to make an intentional effort to cultivate the kind of life in which God can bring change. It is an invitation for you to train yourself in the practices for growing in the likeness of Christ. These practices have historically been referred to as the spiritual disciplines.
Richard Foster, in his classic book, Celebration of Discipline, uses two metaphors to illustrate the purpose of disciplines: a field and a path.
A farmer is helpless to grow grain; all he can do is provide the right conditions for the growing of grain. He cultivates the ground, he plants the seed, he waters the plants, and then natural forces of the earth take over and up comes the grain. This is the way it is with the Spiritual Disciplines--they are a way of sowing to the Spirit.
The spiritual disciplines are, "a means of receiving God's grace. …[They] allow us to place ourselves before God so he can transform us." He goes on to say, that the spiritual disciplines are like a narrow ridge with a sheer drop-off on either side: there is the abyss of trust in works on one side and the abyss of faith without deeds on the other.
On the ridge there is a path, the disciplines of the spiritual life. …We must always remember that the path does not produce change; it only places us where the change can occur.
The task for us, then is to cultivate our daily lives into fertile ground in which God can bring growth and change. This is what the spiritual disciplines are all about.
Dallas Willard defines a discipline as, "any activity within our power that we engage in to enable us to do what we cannot do by direct effort." One of my goals since high school has been to dunk a basketball. For over ten years, I have, by natural ability, been able only to grab the rim. I need another six to eight inches before I can dunk. The only way I will reach this goal is by engaging in some specific exercises that will increase my vertical jump. They will, in time, enable me to do what I cannot do now by direct effort.
The application to the spiritual life is not too difficult to understand. If your life-as-usual has not been fertile ground in which God can bring change, then, as Dallas Willard writes, "life-as-usual must go."
Your practice of spiritual disciplines will require an alteration of life-as-usual. You will approach your life with these two questions: 
What am I currently not doing that, if I were doing, would open myself up more to God's work of grace in my life?
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
2) What am I currently doing that, if eliminated, would open myself up more to God's work of grace in my life?
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

In the coming lessons, you will examine fourteen specific disciplines that you may make a part of your life; depending on what you are either neglecting or engaged in that is standing between you and spiritual growth.
Before concluding, I would like to explain one danger of the spiritual disciplines and three ways to avoid that danger.
If we approach them incorrectly, the spiritual disciplines meant to bring life may become laws that lead to death. Legalism has a nasty way of creeping in and turning the means of these practices into ends in themselves. 
How do we avoid that danger? 
1) Constantly remember the purpose of the spiritual disciplines. Recall Foster's image of the path: "the path does not produce change; it only places us where the change can occur."
2) Listen to Jesus. Ask God to point out where you have begun to pursue the disciplines rather than Him, and He will make it known to you. The Holy Spirit, as Jesus said, will guide us in all truth.
3) Remember that change is God's work, not yours. Again, Foster's words are helpful: The spiritual disciplines are, "a means of receiving God's grace. …[They] allow us to place ourselves before God so he can transform us."
In the 1990's, Gatorade ran a long series of commercials that sang the jingle, "I want to be like Mike" (referring to the basketball superstar, Michael Jordan). The student of Jesus Christ must have his or her own jingle, "I want to be like Jesus." In essence, that is what spiritual disciplines are all about.
As an apprentice of the Master, you watch his methods, and put them into practice. You listen to his teaching, and apply it in your everyday life. As Dallas Willard puts it, the spiritual disciplines are "simply a matter of following [Jesus] into his own practices, appropriately modified to suit our own condition." 
I invite you to the truly wonderful experience of throwing out life-as-usual and taking up new paths where God can change our lives from the inside out.

for further study
1. The gospels are full of examples of Jesus both teaching and practicing disciplines such as solitude, silence, fasting, worship, prayer, secrecy, simplicity, celebration, fellowship, and service. Read through Matthew and make a note of the examples you find.

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
2. Richard Foster said, "Superficiality is the curse of our age." John Ortberg said that our greatest enemy in the spiritual life is Hurry. How are hurry (busyness) and superficiality related? Are you under the curse of superficiality?
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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