Chapter i: | he Ca" to (_ommunion

Every journey has a beginning, an entry point, a necessary starting place. The journey through
Transformed Into Fire ultimately begins with the question, “Who has God been to me?” The answer delves into
the whole of our spiritual story and how head and heart, communication and communion, have
integrated—or not—in creating our story with God. This chapter of the Journey Guide provides spaces to
examine our spiritual history and notice where we have been—all of which are vital if we are to explore new
territory of relationship with God.

In the early going of writing the book, chapter two was originally the first chapter, but something
was missing. After contemplating my own journey, I saw my early life with God marked by yearning as well
as a sense of absence. God felt more like the distant boss than the tender friend. Transformation began
with looking deeper into this one essential relationship. Knowing I’'m not unique, I chose to begin
Transformed Into Fire with the core issue of how we relate to God and the image of God that has been shaped
by our relating. And why? Because if we have serious distortions of God lodged in our head or heart, then
a domino effect is created that cripples our personal devotion and kingdom participation.

I once mentored a woman who wished for a deeper life with God. Although there were many hurts
in her early life, she chose to focus on her life now as an energetic wife and mother, active church member,
and successful part-time career woman. However, she was caught in a trap of performance, and intimacy
with God was foreign. I gave her an essay to read by Brennan Manning on healing our image of God and
self, and one portion stopped her: “The Spirit of God is the great unmasker of illusions, the great destroyer
of icons and idols. God’s love for us is so great that He does not permit us to harbor false images, no
matter how attached we are to them. God strips those falsechoods from us no matter how naked it may
make us, because it is better to live naked in truth than clothed in fantasy.” To my great surprise, she took
issue with the last portion of the quote. “I don’t know about that living naked in reality,” she said. “What’s
so wrong with a little fantasy? Who does it harm? Maybe some doors aren’t meant to be opened.”

I applauded my friend’s honesty—many would agree with Manning’s quote with no intention of
actually living it. But I knew that her alienation from God would last as long as her response of “maybe
some doors aren’t meant to be opened.” Friends, the doors need to be opened—all of them—and the
contents aired out. To come present to our image of God requires us to come present to the life that forged

it. Living vulnerably in the light of truth might carry pain, but in the end there’s nothing more comforting,



more satisfying, more sweet, than to dwell with God in reality. God is the Ultimate Real, and those who
love God must love reality.
There’s an old saying—we don’t see things as they are; we see things as we are. Deliverance from
this insulated, self-informed vision of God is essential as A.W. Tozer tells us:
That our idea of God corresponds as nearly as possible to the true being of God is of
immense importance. Compared with our actual thoughts about Him, our credal statements
are of little consequence. Our real idea of God may lie buried under the rubbish of
conventional religious notions and may require an intelligent and vigorous search before it is
finally unearthed and exposed for what it is. Only after an ordeal of painful self-probing are
we likely to discover what we actually believe about God....I believe there is scarcely an error
in doctrine or a failure in applying Christian ethics that cannot be traced finally to imperfect
and ignoble thoughts about God.

The journey’s beginning is to consent to a process of dedication to reality, to start to see things as God does.

To do this we must encounter God, and to authentically encounter God we must confront the false images

of him that block encounter.

Who has God been to you? What is your image of Christ? The questions are important because the
answers shape our response to other key questions: Who am 12 How must I live? What matters most? Re-read
Manning’s quote right now and wonder at his words. I pray you can featlessly hold the pieces of your
personal history with open hands before the Lord. God as he is, not as we make him—he alone is our
transformation.

Perhaps the last, best question before delving into head/heatt issues is this: Is vulnerable living—a life

in reality—something you truly want?



First Sti rrings

" A P]ace forfirst impressions, tlnoug%’cs, Feelings, reactions experienced in the chapter.
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] was drawn to....

Whatcver comes into your mind when you think about

Gocj is the most important thing about you.
~AW. T ozer—

was resistant to....




Joumcging DccPcr
" A P]acc to unpack the concepts and ideas within the chaptcr.
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There’s an old saying: “Those who do not know the past are condemned to repeat it.” Spiritual formation
into Christ requires healthy, honest self-reflection, something that’s not always modeled in our homes and
churches. Our journey begins with peering into the past. Turn your attention to the Spiritual Story
Timeline on the opposing page. Draw in intersecting lines on the timeline with dates/ages and labels that
represent significant moments in your journey of faith. The following questions might be useful in

unearthing rememberings for your timeline:

A Where in my story did God seem especially active?
A Where in my story did God seem absent?

A Where did I experience significant spiritual shifts or changes?

Look over your timeline. Ponder it. What do you notice about your spiritual story? What three adjectives
(words that describe, such as happy or sad) would characterize the early portion of the timeline? What three
adjectives would you use to describe your journey in recent times? What has changed? What has stayed the

same?
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One of the key quotes from chapter one is this: “I £#zow that God loves me, but I rarely or never experience
his love” (page 20). Sit with these words for a few moments. Does this quote fit any of the times marked
on your timeline? What memories/thoughts/images link to this statement for you? What desires or
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longings feel stirred?

The head/heart split is, unfortunately, a common condition among many Christians. Again, think about

your timeline and ask the following:

A To what degtree has a split between the head’s knowledge and the heart’s experience been present in

your faith journey?

A How has this schism influenced how you see yourself, God, and the world?

Use specific rememberings from your early faith development if you can.




Part of the head/heart split is revealed in chapter one’s concepts of communication and communion.
Ponder these ideas in your own relationship with God. Has your recent interaction with God been
charactetized more by communication (imparting/storing information) or by communion (intimate
relating)? In other words, has God been more like the task-oriented boss or the tender-hearted friend? Or

is there another metaphor that describes your relationship with God better?




Go deeper into the last question by describing how you image God (speak from the experiential heart-place,
not just your intellect). How do you rea/ly see him and relate to him? One way to begin is to complete these

two prompts:

A What makes me nervous in my relationship with God is....

A What gives me joy ot satisfaction in my relationship with God is....

Notice the image of God that emerges from your responses. How would you describe it? What’s distorted

or off-base in this image? What’s consistent with what the Bible says?

T he Spiritual life is first of all a /fe.
_Thomas Mcr’con——




The Call

W!’lat stands out from this cl‘xaptcr‘? \/\/lﬁa’c spcaks to my heart? \/\/hat do | hear when | listen?

The main thing I sense God pointing at for me in this chapter is....

What does (God want from you and me? Does (God want us to think the rig!ﬂt
thoug!ﬁts or to do the right things? Of course. Put above all (God wants us to
be involved in right relationships. When the Bib]e says, “(God is love, it is
saying that (God is a rela’cionship. | ove has no value or meaning in a vacuum.
Kight re]atiOﬂshiPs are not Produced bg right thoughts or right actions. Just
the oPPositc. Right thoughts and right actions are Produced }33 right

relationships.

——Leonarc! SWCCt——




' T he Devotional Joumcg

" A P]ace for deeper wrest]ing, &eeper wonc}ering, in your intentional time with (od.
B | AEm

K Scripture Meditation: Read |saiah 55:1-3 s!owlg, expectant]g, with quict spaces in your rcading.

A What do you notice about God’s attitude or disposition towatd his people in this passage? Can you
imagine his speaking these words directly to you?

A Link this passage with Richard Fostet’s quote from page 31: “Today the heart of God is an open
wound of love. He aches over our distance and preoccupation. He mourns that we do not draw
near to him. He weeps over our obsession with muchness and manyness. He longs for our
presence.” Sit with the Scripture and the quote for a few moments. What stirs in your heart?
Longing, desire, attraction? Shame, a drive to “try harder”? (If something like the last two are
prevalent, recognize they are not from God, offer your shame and performance to Jesus, and ask
him to breath longing and desire into you.)

A What do you think God means when he promises “your soul will delight in the richest of fare”?
What would that look like in your life right now? What have you been feasting on? Is it a bread that
satisfies? What is it you desire to feast upon? Journal your responses to these questions, perhaps

forming them into a letter to God.




Honestg before Gocl requires the most fundamental risk of faith we can take: the risk that God is
good, that (God does love us unconc{itionallg. Jtisin ’caking this risk that we rediscover our dignitg.
To bring the truth of oursc!ves,just as we are, to God,just as (God is, is the most digni{:ied thing we
can do in this life. ~~C}era!cl Mag—

2K Scripture Meditation: Read Zephaniah 3:14-20 slowly, expectantly, with quiet spaces in your

reading.

A Jot down some words or phrases from the verses that stand out to you. What thoughts or images
come to you as you meditate on them?

A What rises in your heart around God’s intense care and tenderness toward you as expressed in
this passage (might feel positive or negative—no matter, your job is to just notice)? How easy or
difficult is it for you to receive these words as God’s heart toward you? If you encounter
difficulty, why do you think that is?

A Pray specifically around your response, whether it feels light or heavy. Pray for the spititual

reality of the words to soak into your own journey. Journal your responses or what you might

have sensed God saying to you through the words.




2K Story Meditation: Read the Abbot Lot story on page 30 of Transformed Into Fire slowly, expectantly, with

quiet spaces in your reading.

A How much do you identify with Abbot Lot as far as his focus on seeking spititual abundance
through rule-keeping?

A What would it look like for your life to be “transformed into fire”? What situations, attitudes,
relationships, etc., do you sense need God’s transformation?

A What draws you to the idea of being “transformed into fire”? What makes you hesitant about
this transformation? What would be gained and lost? Journal to the Lord your hopes and fears

surrounding transformation and what you desire the journey of Transformed Into Fire to be.

KCCP vigilant watch over your heart; that's where life starts.
—~Froverbs 423, 7776 Mcssage——




Fragcr for the Journcy

.

" A P]ace for conversing, listcning, asking, healing, communing, with (od.

Father, God, I come into your presence with mixed desires, mixed feelings, but I cling to the part of
me that longs for more of you, to be more fully yours. Help me to come present to all the thoughts and
feelings I have in this moment about you and about me—both those that feel light and those that feel
heavy. May I have the courage to fearlessly face all that stirs within me now. And help me to begin my
journey of honesty by owning these thoughts and feelings before you. Shield me from any shame that
might want to color this time with you and give me a language for what you are showing me.

(Lake a few moments to quiet yourself before the Lord—rmiindful of him and bis intimate nearness to you in this
minute—and name all the thoughts and feelings you're sensing, giving them to the Lord. Then sit in silence for a few more
moments.)

Jesus, I desire to live a life in reality—your reality—the only one that is authentic and lasting. I
acknowledge that false ideas and illusions are resident within me and only by receiving who you are and
participating in your kingdom can I hope to live a life that is true and abundant.

I give to you the distorted ways I've imaged you—the hard-driven boss, the harsh taskmaster, the
scorekeeper waiting to pounce upon my every mistake or the “sugar daddy,” the pushover who will excuse
anything—and declare that these images do not mirror who you really are. And I hand to you the products
of this imagery—fear, apathy, mistrust, ungodly guilt, excursions into sin, performance-driven faith. Take
these pieces, take who I am, into the mercy I trust you possess toward me. I confess how sin has tainted my
vision of you, and I confess the sin that I have committed in response to this false vision.

(Lake a moment of quiet here. Y ou might even picture yourself handing sin and falseness over to Jesus. Wait on the
Lord for any other things he might bring to mind for you to confess and turn over to him.)

Lord, set aright the skewed vision I hold of you, myself, and what life in the kingdom is. Only you
can accomplish this work, and I consent to cooperate with your grace toward my healing. I desire to know
you and to love you with all of my heart and all of my understanding. I believe this is possible but help my
unbelief. Teach me what it means to commune with you, to receive you as the tender-hearted friend who
loves me like no other, that I might serve you with my whole, unfettered self.

Give me the grace I need to do this journey in a fearless and faithful way. Your Word assures me
that you will not leave me as an orphan, that you will come to me (John 14:17-19) and that you and the
Father make your home within me as I walk in obedience (John 14:22-24). May your Holy Spirit root out

any fear or apprehension and replace it with your perfect love.



(Lake a few moments to repeat the two paraphrases of the verses from John silently. Sit and be restful with them. If
you do have a sense of fear, keep repeating them until you begin to sense release.)

Help me, Lord, to receive your love in the midst of both the beauty and wreckage of who I’ve been.
I affirm your Word through the prophet Jeremiah as your heart toward me in this moment: “I know the
plans I have for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then
you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. You will seek me and find me
when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you and will bring you back from captivity”
(29:11-14).

(You might want to read through this verse slowly several times, asking God to deepen its truth in your head and
heart.)

Lord, give me what I need to keep coming present to my own heart as I read Transformed Into Fire so
that I might hear your word to me and be more fully formed into the image of Christ. I want to see you—
with both my head and my heart—for who you really are and not in the ways my false and anxious thoughts
would distort you. Come and guide, come and illumine, come and be my companion, my Lord, on this

journey of transformation.

T he Bible does not cast faith as a sPiritual i:ootPatii to heaven or an inner
stirring that we try to rev up when the chips are down. Neither does
Scripturc describe faith as a cognitive capacitg that (God activates to
effect ourjustiicication. Rather, faith is consistontlg defined in ScriPturo,
at base, as a set of trust rolationsi‘:ipsﬂwith (God, with noigi‘nbor, with the
world, with creation... ] he gooci news of the gospci is not an announcement
ora Proclamation, it's a Person: Jcsus the (Christ. Jcsus is the Gospcl,
(God-made-flesh is the gospc]. (God-became-one-of-us is the gospcl. Ti‘io
goocis news is that “in (Christ (;od was reconciling the world to himself.”
This is rolationsi‘iip at its best, rolationship as (Hod defines it.
mLoonarci chotm
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