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Assignments for Monday’s gathering
1. Read this overview
2. Read To Dwell and to Seek by Robert Wuthnow
3. Reflect on the questions at the end of this overview

Course Overview 
The Spiritual Formation and Practices course in the Thriving in Bi-Vocational Ministry program is based 
on three core beliefs:

1.Newly ordained priests and deacons are more likely to thrive if they have the support of and 
connection to fellow clergy and mentors in their early years.

2.Spiritual practices, particularly scripture-based and contemplative practices, are transformative for 
clergy, lay leaders, and the congregations they lead.

3.Congregations that emphasize spiritual practices are more likely to thrive, but must be led by 
practicing priests, deacons, and lay leaders.

This program has components to address each of these beliefs.  

We hope that monthly mentor meetings with a seasoned priest or deacon will help you feel supported 
and guided through the first year or so of ministry. You will have the opportunity to talk through issues, 
gain perspective, and receive advice when needed.  

The theological reflection group process (the first hour of the bi-weekly Zoom meeting) is intended to 
encourage connection to and support from a peer group.  You will be sharing discernment questions that 
arise in your ministries and helping each other think through scenarios from a theological perspective. 
These may be issues you also discuss with your mentor.  Periodically we will reflect theologically on 
issues common to all congregations or engage a passage using Lectio Divina.  

You will be discovering your rule of life and engaging in spiritual practices and spiritual reading each 
day.  Through journaling and conversations with a partner, you will keep watch for the transformational 
impact this practice and your rule will hopefully have on your life and ministry.  

Exploring the modules, The Spiritual Journey, Reading Scripture for Spiritual Growth, Prayer, and 
Vocation and Discernment,  will add tools to our tool box that will both help us navigate our own spiritual 
lives, but also help guide others on the way. 

Lastly, you will be encouraged to teach about spirituality and practices in your congregational setting.  You 
will share with your cohort lesson plans, ideas, and outcomes from which the group can learn.  
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The goal of this program is to encourage you to be a practicing Christian who is actively partnering with 
God, through contemplative practices, life-orientations (in your rule of life), and ongoing theological 
reflection with your cohort, to live a life that becomes more and more Jesus-shaped over time.  And, it is 
the goal of this program that you take the formation that you receive from your rule of life and this 
program to your congregation and teach others these formational practices.  The ultimate goal, of 
course, is that our congregations be spiritually vital communities that act faithfully and are living 
examples of the Gospel.  

Foundations of the Beliefs

Our beliefs are based on historical precedent and contemporary research.  Spiritual thinkers across the 
ages (and across the religious spectrum) have promoted contemplative practices as paths of 
transformation – ways to become more compassionate, loving, joyful, peaceful, just, discerning, and 
wise.  The Christian tradition is rich with practices and spiritual guides that move us along the path.  Our 
course will explore some of these foundational practices that all have proven track records. 

In the past several decades Christian scholars such as Craig Dykstra and Diana Butler-Bass, to name 
just two, have been studying the effects that spiritual practices have on Christian congregations.  If you 
are interested in more details, I commend to you the book Practicing Congregations by Diana Butler-
Bass.  She concludes that while most Mainline Protestant denominations are in serious decline, there 
are pockets of vitality and health.  Those pockets have one thing in common: they are congregations 
that focus on spiritual practices.  

Lastly, RenewalWorks, a branch of Forward Movement (an Episcopal entity) is also discovering and 
promoting the importance of teaching spiritual practices.  They conduct surveys of individual 
congregations to determine the congregation’s spiritual vitality. Their survey is based on one given to 
thousands of congregations from all corners of the Christian tradition and is modified to use Episcopal 
language and theology.  The basic findings are that Episcopal churches do a poor job of promoting 
spiritual growth and vitality in our members. Attending worship services, being on committees, and 
giving money alone do not form people to live Jesus-shaped lives, yet that is what we usually expect 
and teach people to do.  In order to grow spiritually people must practice their faith; they must pray, and 
they must read and reflect on scripture both alone and in community.  And, not surprisingly, in order to 
be formed in this way they must have leaders (priests, deacons, and lay leaders) who practice their faith 
and are models of spiritual growth for parishioners. This is not assigned reading because much of the 
report is an overly-simplistic explanation of the spiritual journey and I don’t want that to distract us in our 
initial conversations.  We are going to discuss the spiritual journey in depth over a few sessions, using 
different materials.  However, a quick Google search will yield the report and its findings, which are a 
quick read.  And, I think their overall conclusions are correct.  

An Historical and Sociological Perspective that Points to the Future 

In our next meeting we will discuss “To Dwell and To Seek” by Robert Wuthnow, Ph.D.  He is a well-
known sociologist of religion now retired from Princeton University. He takes a bird’s-eye view of 
religious trends. Looking at the American religious historical and current landscape Wuthnow noticed a 
trend before most.  In his book After Heaven (and the article he published, highlighting the book “To 
Dwell or to Seek”) he describes two ways of engaging spirituality and religion: dwelling and seeking.  He 
notes that there is an ebb and flow, and that over the course of history we can see societies engaging 
their faith in both of these ways.  He describes dwelling spirituality as location-based, think Temple 
spirituality.  Dwelling spirituality associates religion and spirituality with a place – going to church to 
worship, for example.  There is attachment to places of worship in dwelling spirituality.  There is also, 
associated with dwelling spirituality, institutions that make the spirituality function (like denominations, for 
example).  In this spirituality, if the building or institution disappeared people might struggle with how to 
be followers of Jesus.
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Seeking spirituality, on the other hand, is a way of relating to God that is not location-based, it is out in the 
world looking for God.  Seekers don’t go to church to find God, they find God all over the place – in the 
wilderness, in the mountains, in the woods, in other people.  Today, we can see seeking spirituality in the 
swarms of people who go to yoga, who practice mindfulness meditation, and who experience God 
through looking into their children’s eyes or while witnessing a magnificent sunset with someone they 
love.  

We can see elements of both of these spiritualities in the Christian church, and in our parent religion, 
Judaism.  However, in our recent history, we have been a primarily dwelling spirituality religion. And most 
of the people who continue to come to our churches probably feel comfortable with a healthy dose of 
dwelling spirituality even while they might express experiences of God outside the building and might also 
naturally embrace ways of seeking spirituality.  

Wuthnow is not trying to set up a dichotomy of choice, nor is he advocating for one or the other. He is not 
judging either as good or bad. He is merely describing how he sees the religious landscape of our time 
and times past.  He sees American religious practitioners (people, not the institutional church) moving 
away from dwelling spirituality and toward seeking spirituality.  Churches, on the other hand, generally are 
still firmly operating from a dwelling perspective.  

In “To Dwell or To Seek”, Wuthnow does not advocate jettisoning dwelling and embracing seeking.  He 
suggests that there is a way to embrace both of these energies, by focusing on spiritual practices and 
becoming communities of practice.  He advocates for clergy to embrace spiritual practices for their own 
growth and development in order that they can teach others.  

Our Thriving in Bi-Vocational Ministry course on Spiritual Formation and Practices is based on the three 
beliefs stated at the beginning. The Wuthnow article addresses those beliefs and gives us some historical 
and sociological context for them. 

Now read “To Dwell and To Seek” and then reflect on any or all of the following 
questions. Feel free to choose one or two on which to focus.

Ponder your church’s context.  Does this resonate for you?  Why or why not?  What questions 
does it bring up?  Does it evoke a response or a call in you?

Optional Exercise: Sketch or draw the arc of your spiritual life in terms of dwelling and seeking.  
Mark any turbulent times or times of big change. Any insights?

Think back over the course of your spiritual life.  How do “dwelling” and “seeking” spiritualities 
show up for you in church?  In your personal spiritual life?

Covid time deals a harsh blow to dwelling spirituality. Does the Wuthnow article offer any 
guideposts for your spiritual life during this time?  What about for  the spirituality of the 
congregation you serve?  Is it possible to lean in to this new reality and find it a spiritually vital 
place?  

What benefits do you see in “dwelling” spirituality?  What are the benefits of a “seeking” 
spirituality? What are the drawback of each?
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