Spiritual Quest Is Key Motivator

Whether they say so or not, I think most people come to churches on a spiritual quest. 

They might see their needs in more functional terms like wanting friendship, loving good music, making business contacts, or doing the right thing by their children. But the heart of their quest, I think, is a hunger for God, born of a restlessness that only God can ease. 

As a savvy Presbyterian church in Texas puts on its web site: "St. Augustine wrote, 'Lord, you have made us for yourself, and our souls are restless until they find their rest in you.'" 

Responding to that spiritual quest is a tricky business. We tend to get caught up in their presenting reasons. They say they want professional support, so we provide professional support groups. They say they want lively worship, so we provide lively worship. 

Then we are confused when they still act out their restlessness in odd behavior, neediness, and fickleness. Haven't we given them exactly what they sought? 

On the other hand, we do have to meet people where they are. If someone says they're lonely, we don't serve them by going straight to pronouncing a need for a prayer group. 

The best practice for responding to this delicate situation is to provide ongoing, consistent but flexible, and open-door instruction in the classical spiritual disciplines (such as prayer, meditation, fasting and service.) 

By ongoing, I mean making spiritual instruction a regular part of church life, not an extravagant "special" that tries to whip up enthusiasm once a year. A class in prayer, for example, should be a fixture in church life. That way, when a person senses a need for prayer, they have a place to go for guidance. 

By consistent but flexible, I mean keeping at it, not getting discouraged when only two people come to a class on Bible study, but also not getting stubborn about offering it the same way, same time, until people finally "get it." Clergy and other teachers should remain confident about the value of teaching the disciplines, but respond to what, when and how members are able to learn. 

By open-door, I mean making sure that spiritual instruction doesn't become precious or closed, something owned by an in-crowd. People pursue their spiritual questions in different ways and at different times. The church's responses to them must remain fresh and accessible.

