Nurturing the life of the Spirit
A Lenten Study
Written by Silvia Purdie

Introduction
An invitation to you, from the the heart of God,
in the breath of God, with the presence of God …
As you walk towards Easter, you are invited to participate in this study:
… to read at home the Bible readings that will also be used in Sunday
worship (based on the Lectionary)
… to take time to grow your relationship with God
… to grapple with hard personal questions
… to experiment with some things which may be new to you
… to talk and share with others.
It is the Spirit that brings life, and strength, healing and holiness.
The invitation is to grow the life of the Spirit of Jesus in your own life.
We nurture the Spirit in our lives when we:
• invite the Spirit, call on the name of Jesus, make space and dedicate
ourselves afresh
• confront sin, bad habits of thinking and action, hypocrisy and rebellion
• read the Bible & learn
• sit in quiet
• act with humble service
• dare in mission
• receive prayer from others
• worship God
• use & nurture our own giftedness
The fruits of the Spirit are:
love, joy peace, patience,
kindness, goodness/generosity,
gentleness, faithfulness and self control.
(Galatians 5:22-25)
Come, Holy Spirit. Come grow in us. Come flow through us.
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Study 1:

Worship

Sunday 1 March

The Presbyterian Church has as its founding document the Westminster
Confession, written way back in 1647. This asks (in the ‘Shorter Catechism’):
“What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” This
puts worship in the top priority place, not just an optional extra at the end of
the week. It is certainly a different statement of purpose than in our society
where the ‘chief end’ of human life might be to ‘be yourself’, ‘to succeed’, to
‘win friends and influence people’, or as someone once said, “He who dies
with the most toys wins”.
This study on nurturing the life of the Holy Spirit begins with worship, with the
deliberate act of stepping into the presence of God. That might happen for
you in church, or maybe at the beach, or home alone in a quiet moment.
Worship is a choice - to open a book and let its words speak to you
- to turn down the noise of other prioties aside and tune in to God
- to enter the company of other people on about the same thing
- to sit and listen and to be available to God.
As we make this turning towards God something inside of us lifts. This is the
act of worship. Giving glory to God is the choice to put our lives into a bigger
context, a “higher power” that is larger than us. This God invites us to
worship because as we reach out for him he comes near and reaches us.
This greater purpose puts all our other goals and strivings where they belong.
From Silvia Purdie (a personal comment) …
“Worship for me is a vital way to prize open my life to the light of God. The
choice to go to a church on a Sunday puts me in the way of God, in a place
where I am more likely to experience the Spirit of Jesus than if I stayed home.
As a minister I am usually leading worship on a Sunday morning, which can
be worshipful but it can also feel more like work; it’s my job to create a
worship experience for others and it is difficult to simultaneously be in a
worship space myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining – I love doing
that and I am called to that and it is a huge honour. But I also need space to
just relax and worship God myself. So I like to go to an evening service, or I
put on some worship music at home during the week. I couldn’t do what I do
without a regular in-filling from the Holy Spirit. I have to keep my mind open
to Christ, like jamming open the door to let the sun in. That is worship to me.”
Bible reading: Matthew 4: 1-11
“Worship the Lord your God and serve only him”

Worship puts us in the big picture

Questions for reflection:
I feel the presence of God in a church service when …

Something in my church that reminds me of who God is …

A time outside of church when I feel close to God is …

If I could experience more of God I would love to …

Try this:
1. At home this week find some worship music that you love. As you listen,
find a way to sit or stand, move or lie, that feels worshipful for you.
Rest and listen. Let the music wash over you. Notice.
2. One Sunday during this Lenten study, go to a different church. You might
not know (or like!) the songs, or the people, or the preacher, but observe how
they worship God. Do they lift their hands, or kneel? Do they dance, or shake
hands? What are the visible symbols of the presence of God in that church?
How does that church express what matters to them?

Study 2:

Repent

Sunday 8 March

In the Old Testament the Holy Spirit was given to individuals (who are then
called prophets) so that they could warn the people when they were off track
with God, e.g. 2 Chronicles 24:20
The Spirit of God took control of Zechariah son of Jehoiada the priest. He
stood above the people and said to them, “This is what God says, ‘Why are
you transgressing the Lord’s commands and you do not prosper? Because
you have abandoned the Lord, he has abandoned you.’”
The Holy Spirit can highlight areas in our lives where we are ‘transgressing
the Lord’s commands’ and not prospering in our Christian life. Mostly in the
Bible people didn’t like hearing this question; our negative reaction is quite
understandable. We don’t normally give anyone the right to ask this, and we
don’t like to confront our own bad habits or regrets.
Go gently with yourself.
Begin on the positive side. Get a pen and paper and write down 5 things
about yourself that you feel good about. These can be specific (something
you did that went well) or general (aspects of your character that you like).
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
Then ask yourself: How do I react when someone challenges me, or points
out something I have not done so well?
When I am challenged I feel …

Then pray this prayer:
Holy Spirit, show me the things in myself that are getting in the road of what
you are doing in my life. Bring me to confession. Change me.

Bible readings:
John 3: 1-17 “he gave his only Son”
Psalm 51
Confess: In each box write one thing in yourself that you recognise is
unresolved, rebellious or unhelpful (e.g. a bad habit, a broken relationship,
something you turn to when you’re upset)

Pray: Dear God, I believe that you sent Jesus into the world for everyone,
including me. In your mercy, forgive me. In your grace, set me free.
Thank you for your love and kindness. Amen.
Sorry for what we are doing …
In the Bible, sin is both personal and collective; it shows up what we do as a
society that is destructive. This is blatantly obvious in our day with what
humans are doing to the planet.
What damage to our natural world are you most upset about?

Act: One thing I commit to doing differently is …

Study 3:

Ask

Sunday 15 March

The Holy Spirit likes to be invited in. One of the main ways to nurture more of
God’s Spirit in our lives is to ask God for more of his Spirit. God is eager to
share his Spirit life with us; “how much more will the heavenly Father give his
Spirit to those who ask him” (Luke 11:13).
Our Bible reading this week tells of Jesus asking a Samaritan woman for a
drink of water one hot day. Then she asks him for the Holy Spirit. What is
wonderful about this story is how open both she and Jesus are, direct and
undefensive. The water in the well becomes a metaphor for sharing through
asking, giving and receiving.
Bible readings:
John 4: 5-42 “Give me this water”
Romans 5: 1-11
Pray:
Ask for more of the Holy Spirit.
Pray with others. Ask someone to pray for you this week.
Pray with a glass of water. As you sip it slowly, give thanks for God’s
refreshing lift. Pray for those without access to clean water.
Pray for those dedicated to keeping our water in NZ clean and ‘living’.
Picture
Write the words ‘Come Holy Spirit’ in the middle of a piece of paper. Idly
draw whatever comes to mind. If you’re unsure, draw a spring of water and
make the water flow all around your page. Notice any feelings and thoughts
that come up for you.
Action
Invite a friend or neighbour in for a cuppa, or out for a walk.
How does it feel to extend an invitation? Are you afraid of being turned
down? How did the person respond?

Study 4:

Give

Sunday 22 March

Generosity is a fruit of the Spirit (sometimes translated ‘goodness’ in
Galatians 5:22). It is an important way to grow more Spirit-life in our life. As
we respond to promptings to reach out to someone and to give something
away, we participate in the life and work of God. As we give we grow our
capacity to receive, and God’s capacity to work through us.
From Silvia …
As a church minister, occasionally random people phone me and ask for
money. Sometimes I politely tell them to get lost. Sometimes I help them out
with a supermarket voucher. And sometimes God prompts me to go out of
my way to connect with them. This happened to me recently. A woman rang
me in a terrible state, in an awful situation. I went to visit her and gave her
money, more than I would normally give a stranger. I just felt that the Holy
Spirit was asking it of me. It’s easy to give online to an aid organisation, but
there is so much need around us in our community; God can bring people
into our lives so that we can choose to be generous, even till it hurts.
Bible readings:
Ephesians 5: 8-20 “the fruit of the light is found in all that is good”
Proverbs 22: 1-9 “Blessed are the generous”
Write out a verse that speaks to you:

Deuteronomy 26 sets a basic principle for giving: we give out of generosity to
God for all he has done for us.
Tell your children and grandchildren your story of what God has done for you
as a family; ours is not the Israelite story of rescue from Egypt, but we each
have our own story to tell of God’s goodness.
From our ‘first fruits’ we give to the church, the refugees, orphans and
widows, so that everyone can “eat their fill” in our city. (Deut 26:12)

Tough questions:
Who do you give to? Maybe this is a good time to review the donations you
make, both regular and occasional. Do these reflect your values, what’s most
important to you? … or are you giving to the loudest demands, the slick
campaign, the ‘warm fuzzy’ heart tugs?
Lay them all on the table before God and ask – ‘How do you want me to give,
Lord?’
How do you decide how much to give? Where do you draw your boundaries?
What if God asked you to give more than is convenient, or in ways that are
sacrificial?
What matters to about my giving is …

Act for the earth:
Choose some way to give back to ‘mother nature’ this week.
Some suggestions:
• Plant a native tree (ask someone who knows what would be a suitable
tree for the location)
• Write a letter to a business you shop from from asking them about their
plans to reduce their plastic packaging and waste.
• Make a donation to an organisation working for the environment (you
might like to consider the Christian group A Rocha New Zealand,
www.arocha.org.nz)

Study 5:

Wait

Sunday 29 March

Waiting is the gap between hope and reality. It is a strange empty space
between a promise and a gift. We never choose to enter it – we’d much
rather step straight into having what we need and what we want.
Like children in the back seat of the car we ask “Are we there yet??”
But it seems that God often asks us to wait. God promises that we are given
gifts even as we wait.
In Psalm 27 there is a conversation between the writer’s heart and his head.
“’Come,’ my heart says, ‘seek God’s face!’” (Ps 27:8). And the Psalm
concludes with waiting (his head replies): “Wait for the Lord; be strong, and
let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord!” (verse 14).
Patient Trust
A prayer of Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, from ‘Hearts on Fire’
Above all, trust in the slow work of God.
We are naturally impatient in everything,
impatient to be on the way to something new,
to reach the goal without delay.
We’d like to skip the intermediate stages.
And yet all progress is made
by passing through stages of instability.
It may take a very long time.
Let your ideas mature gradually,
let them shape themselves without haste.
Don’t try to force them on,
as though you could be today
what time will make of you tomorrow.
Only God could say what this new spirit
gradually forming within you will be.
Give Our Lord the benefit of believing
that his hand is leading you,
and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself
in suspense and incomplete.
Reflect:
Sit under an autumn tree. Watch the leaves, as the tree lets go its summer
life and prepares for winter.
What do you need to let go at this time in your life? What do you need to
entrust to a new generation?

Bible readings:
Romans 8: 1-17 “you are in the Spirit”
Ezekiel 37: 1-14 “I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live”
Ezekiel had a strange experience. He found himself alone in a dry valley, a
terrible place of death with bones everywhere; a war zone. He walked around
the bones, looked at them, grieved for all the lives lost. As he waited, God’s
spirit came on the bones and pieced the people back together again. His
vision is a powerful metaphor for life in the Spirit, the gift which Jesus won for
us by his own death and resurrection.
Reflect:
How do you feel when you have to wait for something?
Are you a patient or impatient person by nature?

What are you waiting for?
If you were more sure of God’s Spirit sustaining you right now, how would
that change your waiting?

Stillness
This week, set aside some times to simply be still in God’s presence. Don’t
read anything or do anything. Relax your body and your mind. As thoughts
come, let them go again. No questions or tasks or worries. Just enjoy a
moment of peace in the Spirit’s company.
After 10 minutes or so, write down how that was for you.

Study 6:

Suffer

Sunday 5 April – Good Friday, 10 April

This is Easter Week, also known as Passion week. This week we walk with
Jesus up the road into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday to the cheers of the crowd,
shouts of celebration and waving palms. We walk into the courts of the
Temple, into arguments and deep difficult teaching. We walk with Jesus and
his friends into the Garden of Gethsemane in the dark, knowing only
exhaustion and fear. And we walk with the women who followed Jesus as he
carried his cross up the hill to Golgotha, to his death and to his tomb.
This is a journey of suffering, and we can know Holy Spirit leading us in the
darkness of life. The Spirit is the Spirit of Truth, confronting all that stands
against God. The Spirit is light and wisdom, hard won through pain.
Bible readings:
Read all of John chapters 18 and 19
Psalm 22
Romans 8:18-39 “the sufferings of this present time”
A book which shaped contemporary understanding of the Holy Spirit is John
V. Taylor’s ‘The Go-Between God: The Holy Spirit and the Christian Mission’
(1972):
The Passion according John ends with the deliberately ambiguous words:
‘He bowed his head and gave over his Spirit’ (John 19:30). It was given to
the Father so that it could be received back from the Father and given to men.
Poured out in that one death, it was now poured out on all flesh. The love of
God which had burnt up the heart of Jesus has been ‘shed abroad in our
hearts’. (p.107) …
The Spirit acts upon all things by compelling choice, in his absolute freedom.
The Spirit points to Jesus, saying: Choose!, giving man this terrible freedom
of choice concerning Christ. (108) …
The Spirit’s creative activity is his continuous substitution of the principle of
self-sacrifice on behalf of another for the natural drive of self-interest and
dominance. He urges all creatures to live by this principle not as an act of
virtue or martyrdom but at the only way to life that is real. This, of course,
finds its culmination in Jesus Christ, without whom we could never have
suspected the centrality of this principle in the whole sceme of things. Life
through dying. Life for others; by this the presence of the Spirit will be known.”
(109)

Reflect
Take some time this Crucifixion week to ponder and pray, especially on
aspects of your life which you have found difficult.
As you look back on your life, when were the times of suffering?

Were you aware of God with you in those times? If so, how?

How were you shaped by the Spirit of Jesus through your own suffering?

What are the things that bring you pain in your life at the moment?

What do you ask God for?

Study 7:

Rest

Holy Saturday, 11 April

Bible readings:
Matthew 11:25-31 “I will give you rest”
Lamentations 3: 1-24 “wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord”
In Jewish tradition Saturday is the Sabbath day. The Gospels tell us that
Jesus had to be buried before the start of the Sabbath, and no one could
tend to his body during the Sabbath day. For Jesus’ friends and family it was
a day of rest.
Easter Saturday is a hiatus, a pause in the intensity of cross and tomb, a
space between the trauma of death and the excitement of resurrection.
For us it’s a good time for sweeping autumn leaves or having a friend over for
lunch. It is also an excllent time to take hold of God’s invitation (and
commandment!) to rest. The Spirit needs space to breathe in our lives.
From Silvia …
My family spent a couple of years in Tonga, where my father was a teacher.
Tonga has strict laws about what you can and can not do on Sundays. If my
mother did washing it had to be hung out of sight of the road or she’d have
been in trouble! I remember my father getting frustrated with it. He was not
one for sitting around doing nothing. But really there was nothing to do in
Tonga after church on Sundays. I still think it’s funny that as a pacifist my
father was passionate about the 6th Commandment (“Thou shalt not kill”) but
he really didn’t care much about the 4th Commandment (“Honour the
Sabbath”).
I have had to learn to relax. Some things relax the body, and some things
relax the mind. Some of us need people around us to relax, some of us crave
solitude.
Ways of resting
What refreshes you when you feel tired?
Sleep, naps, lazing around on the sofa?
Books? TV? Puzzles or games?
A walk … a gentle one by the river or a good stiff walk up the hill?
Do you relax more with people or alone?
Do you feel guity if you rest?
Try some things and write about what you notice.

Study 8:

Share

Easter Sunday, 12 April

Bible readings:
Matthew 28: 1-10 the resurrection of Christ
Romans 6: 3-11 “we too might walk in newness of life”
Into the gloom and despair bursts news that surely must be too good to be
true! By the end of the day rumours are bursting out and no one knows quite
what to think. The news is – the body of Jesus is gone! The tomb is empty.
Women are telling crazy stories of glowing white figures, and even of meeting
face to face with Jesus.
Reflect:
By nature, do you believe what people tell you,
or are you more ‘Yeah Right!’?
How do you think you might have responded to the news that Jesus is alive?
Alive!
The absence of the dead body of Jesus stands as a historical fact that reorientates all of history. What do you make of it? Do you have your own
understanding of what happened at the moment of Christ’s resurrection?
The Bible tells us that God raised Jesus from death by the power of the Holy
Spirit … and this is the very same Spirit that is with us and in us (Romans
8:11). In Romans 6:3-11 Paul draws a stark contrast between “dead” and
“alive”, and describes the central role of the resurrection in our gift of life.
Paul is not talking about physical death here; he describes ‘death’ as
something we all experience. We used to be ‘dead’ but because Christ rose
we can become ‘dead to sin’ and ‘alive in Christ’.
Draw, write or discuss what ‘death’ and ‘life’ mean to you.
Share
When the disciples encountered the risen Jesus they were told to go and
share the news with others. God does not nurture the Holy Spirit in our lives
for us alone. It is a gift to be shared, and it grows in the giving.
How might you share with other people the faith that is alive in you?

The Spirit in Trinity
Eugene Peterson, ‘Practice Resurrection: A conversation on growing up in
Christ’ (2010, pages 197-198)
In his book, Eugene Peterson opens up the letter of Ephesians as a call to
grow to maturity on Christ, both as individuals and together as church.
In Ephesians …
God is referred to sometimes as Father, sometimes as Son (or Jesus or
Christ) and sometimes as Holy Spirit. All three Persons have a way of being
over us, creating and providing; a way of being with us, revealing and saving;
a way fo being present in us, blessing and sanctifying.
In the three Persons, there is a versatile and dynamic oneness, yet there are
also roles and primary actions that proceed uniquely from Father, Son and
Spirit.
God the Father: God bringing everything into being and holding everything
together by his word.
God the Son: God entering our history, showing us God in action in human
terms that we can recognise, accomplishing salvation for all.
God the Spirit: God present with and in us, inviting us, guiding and
counselling us, wooing us into participation in all of God’s ways of being God.
The doctrine of the Trinity is the church’s way of thinking about God that
keeps all these operations of God together and in relation to one another.
Father is never isolated from Son and Spirit; Son is never present apart from
Father and Spirit; Spirit is never experienced apart from Father and Son.
There is one God, but this God can never be understood as an abstraction,
as an idea, as a principle, as a truth, as a force. All God’s ways of being God
are thoroughly personal, not impersonal; relational, not disparate; particular,
not general.
A Trinitarian vision prevents the ‘one’ God from being defined mathematically,
the living God from being reduced to a lifeless number. So we don’t puzzle
over how one equals three or three equals one. Trinity has nothing to do with
arithmetic. Trinity is the church’s way of learning to think and respond
relationally to God as he reveals himself to us as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
God is triply personal, emphatically personal, unrelentingly personal.

