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Ways to Nurture the Soul – Spiritual Pathways 
 
The Christian faith is not only about beliefs, it is also a way of ‘living and moving and having one’s 
being’. And to do that it should actually be more about how we nurture our soul and develop our 
spiritual connection - doing the things that bring life and transformation. In most evangelical, 

Pentecostal and charismatic churches it has traditionally been expected 
that Christians develop that through Bible reading, prayer and worship. 
For people who start to move away from conventional beliefs and 
values, these practices cease to be life-giving and have meaning. One 
person termed it this way: “Faith practices that once had meaning for 
me, no longer do.”  
 
How does one find pathways that bring life when everything seems to be 
unraveling, when you are developing a different basis of thinking about 
these things?   
 
Below are some suggestions that may be more useful. They 
acknowledge that one pathway is not for everyone, that we each access 
the spiritual through different pathways. Discovering this can be very 
freeing.   

 
 
Relational pathway:  These people find a sense of spiritual connection when 
they are involved in relationships with others – when they are part of small 
groups, teams and even one to one. Their spiritual ‘moments’ take place in a 
relational context. There will be a sense of divine insight within a conversation or 
a grace-filled moment, a resonation. 
 
Intellectual pathway:  People on this pathway draw closer to God as they learn 
more about God. Their mind needs to be fully engaged before they are 
challenged. Ideas are what bring life and these people gravitate to things that 
challenge thinking. Lots of data and books, issues to solve. 
 
Serving pathway:  People here are most alive when they are involved in helping 
others. They need to be in places where they can find meaningful serving 
opportunities. They enrich their sense of the spiritual in the people they serve. 
 



Contemplative pathway:  These people guard their alone times very carefully. 
People and relationships drain. Reflection comes naturally. They have a strong 
sense of the spiritual in the silence, when distractions are removed. Images and 
metaphors help. Making time to listen in silence and solitude is vital to experience 
God’s presence. Reading the insights of other contemplatives such as Henri 
Nouwen, Thomas Merton etc is also helpful. They see beauty in things. 
 
Worship pathway:  Their hearts yearn for God honouring worship which 
releases something within them – a sense of God’s presence, a changed 
perspective, a renewed sense of life. Deep emotion may also be evoked. Music is 
helpful to these people. 
 
Activist pathway:  People with a high level of energy resonate with this 
pathway. They have a passion to act and experience spiritual connection when 
they are busy and pushing the limits. They want to get in there and do something 
to relieve the social injustices they hear about. They need a cause to be active 
for. 
 
Creation pathway:  These people come alive in natural places – the mountains, 
deserts, sea. These environments gradually enhance their sense of the presence 
of God. They feel closest to God among creation – there is something deeply life-
giving and God-breathed about nature. 

                                        [Pathways outlined in a talk by Bill Hybels in 2000 and further expanded] 
 

 
thoughts from the wayside…  

Faith is journey. We are all pilgrims on the journey of faith.  
 
[We sometimes get brief snippets from people about their discoveries or 
current musings which are thought provoking and worth sharing. This space 
contains thoughts from fellow journeyers and is open to any who would like to 
contribute. The beauty is they don’t have to be developed into an article but 
can just stand alone as thoughts for others to use independently or build on.] 

 
Recently, in reflecting about my faith journey, I was led to think about the de-construction of the 
components of my early faith as a series of “hammer blows”, moments that struck and shattered a part 
or the whole of my preconceptions. 
  
One such moment – perhaps the most profound – occurred on Good Friday, 1998, when, in the still of a 
beautiful, spring afternoon, the family of the girl in the flat downstairs discovered her body following 
her suicide. The peace of our home too was instantly torn apart like the lives of her relatives, weeping 
below us. It was suddenly filled with the noise of sirens, police and ambulances and a palpable sense of 
horror. Feeling like intruders in this moment, my flatmate and myself went to church for the 3 o'clock 
Good Friday service where, cathartically, we reflected on the suffering of Christ born of his love and 
empathy for the grief of the girl and her family and the world of which she was a part. 
  
Afterwards I spoke to the priest, who had spoken eloquently and movingly, and seeing my distress he 
asked me what was wrong, and I told him. No doubt, he felt the burden of his position and a need to 
answer my pain. He began to tell me how good could come out of suffering, life out of death, how God 
can turn anything around to his purposes… and I fought the urge to hit him. All he needed to have done 
was to acknowledge the darkness of the moment, to shrug his shoulders and say something like, “shit 



happens”, and simply let our grief be. If he had done so, if he had not felt the need to uphold his 
religious position and defend his unseeing belief, If his need to be right had not overridden compassion, 
I feel it likely that now, eleven and a half years later, I may well have still been in the church, and the 
confidence I once had in such things may not have been shattered. 
  
The following two poems, written subsequently, are an attempt to understand what went on there. The 
first is something of a rant at the alienation and cruelty I felt from the church that the priest represented 
and its distance from the spirit of the man whose death it claimed to be commemorating on that Good 
Friday. The second is an attempt to voice my own reaction, and to give permission to those questions 
for which there is no answer, a response I feel to be both more human and more divine. One is the 
hammer blow of destruction to a fragile belief, the other the hammer blow of the construction of 
something altogether stronger, deeper and more compassionate. 

  
 

Good Friday 
  
Your words are highly polished 
Though misunderstood. 
You say all sin perished 
But so did all good. 
You sound like a clanging gong, 
Metal strikes wood 
As once again you crucify love. 
  
You say the price is paid 
But never the cost. 
You say hope is found, 
But how, when sanity is lost? 
You take what you treasure 
And before the swine it’s tossed 
As once again you crucify love. 
  
You sit in your pews 
Whilst my neighbour dies. 
You come to confusion, 
Promise not to tell lies 
Yet your own naked truth 
And his wounds you despise 
As once again you crucify love. 
  
And I can’t find the words 
To say how I feel 
And I can’t find an audience 
to hear my appeal 
And I can’t taste the salt 
Of anything that’s real 
As once again you crucify love. 

 
Good Friday II 
  
As the sirens drown the screaming 
And the voices – like the faces – start 
to blend 
So we catch at fleeting meaning, 
Our imaginary friend. 
When do we put aside such childish 
things? 
When can we learn to simply shelter 
under sorrows wings 
And ask not for answers , but just to 
bear the question? 
And thus live always with fear and 
hope, unspoken, 
As a kiss upon our lips. 
  
Trite, so trite, 
And shallow as consolation, 
To whisper “It will be alright” 
Into the maelstrom of damnation 
Is as to turn – like acid rain on a desert 
– 
A mother’s flowing milk to scorn 
When her last maternal duty is to 
mourn 
And – whilst the blood from her womb 
is torn – 
To keep. 
  
Does she know that in the child for 
whom she weeps, 
Her father weeps for her? 



  
  

 With thanks and for permission to use from Jon Birch www.asbojesus.wordpress.com 
 

The addictive god rush 
 
My experience growing up in a strongly evangelical church was to learn about conditional love; 
God would only love me and save me from the furnace if I committed my life to Jesus.  As 
an adopted child of the 50's I was desperate to fit in and be loved so listened intently to what 
preachers said about all this.  
  
There was no question about it.  I had missed the mark again and again and again.  Was it any 
wonder then that I held the record for responding to altar calls as I repeatedly raced to the 
front to give my life to Jesus?  
  
For the first few tearful minutes the rush was intense as the adrenaline met and mingled with 
my high anxiety and need for unconditional love.  It didn't last though because Jesus was dead 
and couldn't love me despite the resurrection story being recounted as an actual, literal 
event.  Unfortunately, I couldn't yet see through the sham so just kept going back for more.  An 
addict was in formation.  The exact opposite of what the institution was looking for, or was it? 
  
The dramatic rescue of a person of little worth who needed the intervention of a paternalistic 
divine being to take control has been played out in my life for decades through addictive 
behaviours around alcohol, relationships and money.  
  
On rereading Anne Hartley's Debtfree, last week I was struck by her observations of many of 
the participants in her financial freedom courses.  'Usually these people were former nuns or 
individuals from a family where religion exerted a strong influence.'  
  
My process in trying to understand is to scan the environment for information and stories that 
relate to my area of enquiry, so I'm on the hunt looking for: 
    stories and experiences like mine 
    academic study relating to religion and addictions - money/substance/relationships 
    observations or understandings that you may have made along the way. 

 
Please get in touch... 
Sande Ramage 
sande.ramage@paradise.net.nz 



 
 
 

 
 The Case for God: What religion really means 
 Karen Armstrong 
 The Bodley Head, 2009 
 
 

Karen Armstrong is a well-known commentator on religious affairs, whose 
previous books include A History of God, The Battle for God (on 
fundamentalism in Judaism, Christianity and Islam) and biographies of 
Muhammad, Buddha and the Bible.  
 
Armstrong is a former Catholic nun, entering a convent at the age of 17 in 
the early 1960s, before the liberalizing reforms of Vatican II. She endured 
an oppressive regime that encouraged extreme self-denial and criticism, and 
refused to acknowledge that many of her ‘issues’ were caused by 
undiagnosed epilepsy. Armstrong writes vividly of these experiences, and 
her recovery from them, in her memoir The Spiral Staircase, which I 
recommended highly.  

 
The title of her latest book suggests that it has been written in response to attacks on religion and 
religious believers by the likes of Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Daniel Dennett. 
However, Armstrong is not setting out proofs for God’s existence, or rebutting such attacks directly, as 
one might imagine from the title.  
 
Rather, she seeks to show that the ‘God’ held dear by many contemporary believers but attacked and 
denied by atheists is based on a misconception about the nature of certainty and religious language. In 
Armstrong’s view, both fundamentalists (across all faiths, not confined to Christianity) and the more 
militant kind of atheists have fallen for a concept of God which only emerged post the Enlightenment, 
when scientists set out to prove that God was ‘a being’ along with others in the universe, whose 
existence could therefore be proved or disproved.  
 
Armstrong argues, convincingly, that the early church (until around 1500 CE) held a radically different 
idea of God. This ‘God concept’ is not necessarily easy or accessible and Armstrong sees no reason 
why it should be: ‘We are talking far too much about God these days and what we say is often facile. In 
our democratic society, we think that the concept of God should be easy and that religion ought to be 
readily accessible to anybody’, she writes in the Introduction. According to Armstrong, this assumption 
that ‘God’ should be easy to understand and accessible also only emerged during the Enlightenment.  
 
The book is divided into two parts, the first part discussing ‘The Unknown God’ (from 30,000 BCE to 
1500 CE), the second ‘The Modern God’ (from 1500 CE to the Present).  
 
In the first part of the book, Armstrong argues that ancient and pre-modern peoples had a different way 
of living religiously. Firstly, religion was always a practice, rather than a theoretical set of ideas to 
which one gave assent before one become a practitioner. Indeed, it is one of Armstrong’s central 
themes that religion cannot be understood unless it is practised (a minor sideswipe at Dawkins et al). 
Mystery, symbolism and myth were essential parts of early religious experience, and they didn’t need 
decoding or explanation. Rather, the need to understand and explain is a modern phenomenon: ‘our 
scientifically oriented knowledge seeks to master reality, explain it, and bring it under the control of 
reason, but a delight in unknowing has also been part of human experience’ (5).  
 

Book Review 



Armstrong sweeps elegantly through centuries of church history, as well as touching on similar trends 
in Judaism, Islam and other faiths, to show that ‘apophatic theology’, i.e. a theology which 
acknowledges that God is beyond any concept we have and the limits of our religious language to 
express this, was the norm rather than the exception.  
 
In the second part of the book, Armstrong traces the genesis of the concept of ‘God’ so prevalent today, 
one that can describe God and his attributes with certainty and which has no truck with ‘myth’, usually 
taken to mean something imaginary. She shows how the very concepts of ‘truth’ and ‘belief’ were 
redefined in the early seventeenth century: the early theologians’ ‘apophatic delight in unknowing was 
being replaced by a strident lust for certainty and a harsh dogmatic intolerance’ (183) – a situation 
perhaps familiar to many who have had brushes with fundamentalist Christianity.  
 
In conclusion, Armstrong argues that the modern concept of God, humanly conceived, is no longer 
working for many people. She pleads for a return to a different kind of religious knowing, one that is 
informed by practice. Religion should not just provide us with information, as it was ‘never supposed to 
provide answers to questions that lay within the reach of human reason’. Rather, religion is like art, its 
role being to ‘help us live creatively, peacefully and even joyously with realities for which there were 
no easy explanations’ (305), and it should result in a life of compassionate action rather than intolerant 
dogmatism.  
 
Readers of this newsletter will be encouraged to learn that, in much of church history, uncertainty and 
doubt were not to be feared but welcomed as an indication of the majestic ineffability of God, who 
cannot be pinned down by human reason. Rather, as Armstrong demonstrates convincingly here, it is 
unquestioned certainty, for example, a belief in the literal truth of scripture, which is the aberrant 
position.  
 
I leave you with a quote and wonder if you can guess the source:  
 
Faith does not require information, knowledge and certainty, but a free surrender and joyful bet on his 
unjust, untried and unknown goodness. 
 
Paul Tillich? Rowan Williams?  
 
You may be taken aback to learn that the quote is from a sermon by Martin Luther. Just one of the 
many surprises that make engaging with this book thoroughly worthwhile.  
 
Tracey Messenger 
 
 
 
 

I  soon realized that no journey carries one far 
unless,  as it  extends into the world around us,  i t  
goes an equal distance into the world within.             

 
                                                                                       Lilian Smith 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

If you would like to contribute an article, suggest a topic for discussion, comment about the newsletter or 
come off the mailing list please email:   Jenny  jennymac50@gmail.com      
Website: www.spiritedexchanges.org.uk or www.spiritedexchanges.org.nz   
If you would like to contribute financially to the work of Spirited Exchanges please email:  
Jim   jimcbarker@googlemail.com  
    
 


