Salvation is a Life
Discussion questions on chapter three of Dallas Willard’s “Spirit of the Disciplines” 

…for they constantly forget, what you must always remember, that they are animals and that whatever their bodies do affects their souls. 
—“The Screwtape Letters”
Background
· The disciplines Willard discusses in his book are
· The disciplines of abstinence: solitude, silence, fasting, frugality, chastity, secrecy, sacrifice

· The disciplines of engagement: study, worship, celebration, service, prayer, fellowship, confession, submission

· When Willard speaks of the disciplines he is not speaking of a specific list, per se, but a collection of deliberate habits and actions which draw us closer to God and one another.

Discussion Questions
1. What does Willard mean when he says on p. 31, “It is with our bodies we receive the new life that comes as we enter his kingdom.” 
2. On p. 29, Willard says, “It is precisely this appropriate recognition of the body and of its implications for theology that is missing in currently dominant views of Christian salvation or deliverance.” Is he correcting an under-emphasis in the modern Church on holiness?

3. On p. 29 Willard says, “It would seem only logical to emulate [Jesus’] daily actions since he was a great master of the spiritual life. So isn’t it reasonable then to see in those disciplines the specific factors leading to the easy yoke, the light burden, and the abundance of life and power?” Given that Willard is making a case for practice of the disciplines, or the life of holiness (see the quote of Walter Marshall on p. 38), do you think there is sufficient evidence from the Gospels of Jesus’ “daily actions?” Does the Jesus of the Gospels practice the disciplines? Extra credit: Name at least one of the disciplines, which Jesus didn’t practice.
4. Willard is suggesting that the disciplines (in one for or another) are necessary for “the easy yoke, the light burden, and the abundance of life and power” (p. 29), and that focusing only on Jesus’ atoning death robs us of these. Consider the life of Peter as described in the gospel accounts and Acts. Does this bear out Willard’s thesis?

5. How do you find your body helps or hinders your spiritual life and growth?

6. Willard on p. 31-32 says “Think of how we exclaim over and mark as rarities those who seem truly to have the power of Christ about them. The very way the bright exceptions stand out proves the rule that the guidance given by the church is not even counted on by the church itself to produce the kinds of people we know it should produce.” Have you ever known such a person? What do you think sets them apart? (If you are such a person, share from your own experience.)

7. We are all familiar with the dieting phenomenon: We can find energy and time occasionally to maintain a discipline like dieting, but it is hard to maintain long-term. Have you found that the spiritual disciplines are different, or do you fall prey to the same difficulty with them? How can we make a life of holiness more than just a new year’s resolution?

8. Frederica Mathewes-Green supports Willard’s assertion that the focus on Christ’s death developed long after the early church: 

Western theologians usually say that the greatest event in the development of salvation theology was the publication of the treatise, “Why Did God Become Man?” by Anselm, the 11th-century Archbishop of Canterbury. Before Anselm, as we’ve seen, the focus was on Christ’s victory rather than on his sufferings as the means of salvation. “The wages of sin is Death,” and due to our sins we were enslaved by death, poisoned and helpless to resist sin. Christ comes on a rescue mission, and in the process he suffers very much like [a] policeman rescuing… hostages.

What implications, according to Willard, has this shift in focus had on modern evangelical theology? Does your experience bear this out?

9. Let us divide our actions into two types: mental and physical. Willard is emphasizing the importance of the latter for spiritual growth. Do the Gospel writers focus primarily on either Jesus’ mental or physical actions—his teachings or his works? 
10. In Romans 12:1-2, Paul writes, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” How does this fit in with what Willard is saying?
11. Modern evangelicals have been accused of ignoring or even maligning the past two thousand years of Church history in their search for the “authentic” Christianity of the early church. Is Willard doing this on pp. 34-38 when he argues that the disciplines were central to the early Church but not since? Is his assertion valid?

12. We often see the natural signs of spiritual growth as the fruit of the Spirit, as found in Gal 5:23-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” How do they differ from the spiritual disciplines? Are they the outcome of the work of the Spirit, or the disciplines necessary for the transforming work of the Spirit?

13. Richard Foster explores similar issues in his Streams of Living Water (Harper: San Francisco, 2001). His treatment focuses not on the traditional spiritual disciplines, but on six traditions which have  developed within the Church, each with a different emphasis:

the contemplative tradition:
the prayer-filled life

the holiness tradition:
the virtuous life


the charismatic tradition:
the Spirit-empowered life


the social justice tradition:
the compassionate life


the evangelical tradition:
the Word-centered life


the incarnational tradition:
the sacramental life


Foster also attempts to ground these traditions in the life and ministry of Christ. How do these traditions compare with the disciplines Willard discusses? Is one categorization better than the other, or more useful?
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