SIMPLICITY AND SOLITUDE
Unless otherwise mentioned, most information in this lecture taken from Richard Foster’s book, “Celebration of Discipline” ISBN 9780340735213, Hodder and Stoughton, London.
SIMPLICITY

What is simplicity?

“Simplicity is practising a lifestyle free of excess, greed and covetousness so that we can draw closer to God and reach out to others in compassionate service” (Dr. Siang-Yang Tan).

The Christian Discipline of simplicity is an inward reality that results in an outward  lifestyle. (Richard Foster)

· Kierkegaard captured the nucleus of Christian simplicity well in the profound title of his book, Purity of Heart is to Will One Thing.

Not just about my possessions but my whole way of life…

· Experiencing the inward reality liberates us outwardly.  

· Speech becomes truthful and honest.  
· The lust for status and position is gone because we no longer need status and position.  
· We cease from showy extravagance not on the grounds of being unable to afford it, but on the grounds of principle.  
· Our goods become available to others.

Special  thoughts fromFoster:

· Simplicity is openness, unself-consciousness, naturalness.  It is the opposite of subtlety, cunning, duplicity.

· Where simplicity abounds words can be taken at face value:  there is no hidden agenda.  

· Only the simple are free.  All others are tyrannised by the ambitious self, the demand for recognition through things, and a preoccupation with the opinions of others.  
Francois Fenelon declared, “Simplicity is an uprightness of soul which prevents self-consciousness….”
· Because we lack that ‘uprightness of soul’, where God is all we really want, our need for security has led us into an insane attachment to things.  

Foster:  We really must understand that the lust for affluence in contemporary society is psychotic.  It is psychotic because it has completely lost touch with reality…
· …We crave things we neither need nor enjoy.  We buy things we do not want to impress people we do not like.
· The modern hero is the poor boy who purposefully becomes rich rather than the rich boy who voluntarily becomes poor.

· We should take exception to the modern psychosis that defines people by how much they can produce or what they earn.

THE BIBLE AND SIMPLICITY  
· Bible declares that wealth itself belongs to God.
· One purpose of the year of Jubilee was to provide a regular redistribution of wealth.  Such a radical view of economics flies in the face of nearly all contemporary belief and practice.  

· Constantly the bible deals decisively with the inner spirit of slavery that an idolatrous attachment to wealth brings.  ‘If riches increase, set not your heart on them,’ counsels the psalmist (Ps 62 v 10).

· Jesus calls all who would follow him to a joyful life of carefree unconcern for possessions:  ‘Give to every one who begs from you;  and of him who takes away your goods do not ask them again’ (Luke 6 v 30).

· If, in a comparatively simple society, our Lord lays such strong emphasis upon the spiritual dangers of wealth, how much more should we who live in a highly affluent culture take seriously the economic question.

· The Epistles reflect the same concern.  Paul says, ‘Those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and hurtful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction’ (1 Tim 6 v 9).  
· ‘Keep your life free from the love of money, and be content with what you have;  for he has said, “I will never fail you nor forsake you”’ (Heb 13 v 5).
· God intends that we should have adequate material provision.  … Forced poverty is evil and should be renounced.  
· Bible does not condone an extreme asceticism.  Scripture declares consistently and forcefully that the creation is good and to be enjoyed.  Asceticism makes an unbiblical division between a good spiritual world and an evil material world and so finds salvation in paying as little attention as possible to the physical realm of existence.

· Asceticism and simplicity are mutually incompatible.  Asceticism renounces possessions.  Simplicity sets possessions in proper perspective.

· Asceticism finds no place for a ‘land flowing with milk and honey.’  Simplicity rejoices in this gracious provision from the hand of God.  Asceticism finds contentment only when it is abased.  Simplicity knows contentment in both abasement and abounding (Phil 4 v 12).

· Simplicity is the only thing that sufficiently reorients our lives so that possessions can be genuinely enjoyed without destroying us.

Matt 6 v 25-33 … But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as well’.

· The central point for the Discipline of simplicity is to seek the kingdom of God and the righteousness of His kingdom first and then everything necessary will come in its proper order. 
Three Inner Attitudes of Simplicity (Richard Foster):
1. To receive what we have as a gift from God
How much of my life do I receive as a gift of God? What parts do I hold onto with the assumption that I have a right to do what I want with them because I worked hard for them and earned or acquired them by my efforts?
2. To know it is God’s business, and not ours, to care for what we have
Do I trust everything in my life to God’s care and protection? How much time and energy do I spend worrying about what might happen to people, things, or circumstances in my life? What patterns of thought or behaviour in my life arise out of an anxious attempt to control the unknown or eliminate uncertainty?
3. To have our goods available to others
Am I free to make my possessions and resources available to others? Or do I cling to them in fear that sharing means losing? What am I willing to share, and what am I not willing to share? Where do I exhibit a selfishness that God wants me to let go?

“If our goods are not available to the community they are stolen goods” (Martin Luther)

The Outward Expression of Simplicity (Richard Foster):
1. Buy things for their usefulness rather than their status.
2. Reject anything that is producing an addiction in you.
3. Develop a habit of giving things.

4. Refuse to be propagandized by the custodians of modern gadgetry.
5. Learn to enjoy things without owning them.
6. Develop a deeper appreciation for the creation.
7. Look with a healthy scepticism at all “buy now, pay later” schemes.
8. Obey Jesus’ instructions about plain, honest speech.
9. Reject anything that will breed the oppression of others.
10. Shun whatever would distract you for your main goal - to seek first the Kingdom.
Simplicity frees us from the tyranny of the self, the tyranny of things and the tyranny of people.
The self clamours for attention, self-recognition, and applause.  Through artful deception it appears to be younger, wiser, richer, saintlier than is actually the case.   In meetings it will quote authors it has never read or maintain a discreet silence in supposed superiority over so uneducated a group.

Confront and challenge the tyranny of self with the following questions:

Am I pretending to be an expert when I am only an amateur?

Do I really read the books I quote?

Do I give the impression of being more godly (or more profane, whichever will give more status in the group) than I truly am?

Do I try to impress people with my degrees, titles, or honours?

Simplicity also prevails against the tyranny of things.  Out of fear that others might discover who we are, we create an artificial world of ostentatious display, extravagant ornamentation and pretentious style.

Rebuke the tyranny of things with the following questions:

Am I living contentedly within my income?

Do I act my age?

Am I a compulsive buyer?

Do I try to impress people with gadgets?

Finally, there is the tyranny of people.  What horrendous gymnastics we will put ourselves through just to ensure that others will have a good opinion of us! ... Instead of becoming good we resort to all sorts of devices to make people think we are good.

Joyfully attack the tyranny of people with the following questions:

Can I allow an unfavourable comment about myself to stand, without any need to straighten out the matter?

In recounting events do I shift the story ever so slightly to make myself appear in a more favourable light?

Must I always make excuses for my behaviour?

Can I accept compliments freely without any need to shrug them off in self-conscious modesty?

SOLITUDE

What is solitude?
Dr. Siang-Yang Tan says: “Solitude is being alone in purposeful withdrawal from human interaction. It is a deliberate choice to be alone in order to draw closer to God by the power of the Holy Spirit, thereby freeing ourselves from bondage to people and things. Silence, the absence of speech, is a crucial component of solitude. While not all silence is solitude, silence is always a part of solitude.” 
Henri Nouwen wrote: “Without solitude it is virtually impossible to live a spiritual life”.

Richard Foster: Solitude is more a state of mind and heart than it is a place. 

· There is a solitude of the heart that can be maintained at all times. 
· Silence is more than ‘not talking’ - silence must involve listening to God.

Jesus and Solitude:
Jesus practised solitude - He regularly sought out solitary places: Matthew 4:1-11; 14:13,23; 17:1-9; 26:36-46; Mark 1:35; 6:31; Luke 4:42; 5:16; 6:12.

· (Jesus) He inaugurated his ministry by spending forty days alone in the desert (Matt 4 v 1-11).  
· Before He chose the twelve He spent the entire night alone in the desert hills (Luke 6 v 12).  
· When He received the news of John the Baptist’s death, He ‘withdrew from there in a boat to a lonely place apart’ (Matt 14 v 13) etc. 
· … the seeking out of solitary places was a regular practice for Jesus (Matt 14 v 23).  So it should be for us.

Benefits of Solitude:
· we are prepared to hear God’s voice; 
· we grow in intimacy with God as we express worship through silence; 
· we discover God’s character and purpose; 
· we express faith in God by waiting in silence before Him; 
· we develop sensitivity and compassion for others and are able to respond to their hurts; 
· we are physically and spiritually restored; 
· we regain spiritual perspective; 
· we find the will of God; and 
· we learn to control our tongue.
Steps into Solitude:

· Take advantage of the “little solitudes” that fill the day - moments when we wake up, breakfast, in traffic, grace at meals, at night, etc.

· Develop a quiet place for silence and solitude.

· Observe yourself to see how often your speech is a frantic attempt to explain or justify your actions.

· Discipline yourself so your words are few and full.

· Try to live an entire day with no words at all.

· A few times a year, withdraw for a few hours to reorientate your life goals.

· Take a retreat once a year with nothing in mind but solitude. 

Points about retreat time:
· Keep a journal record of what comes to you.

· Goals are discovered, not made.  God delights in showing us exciting new alternatives for the future.  
· Like Jesus, we must go away from people so that we can be truly present when we are with people.  

· The fruit of solitude is increased sensitivity and compassion for others.   There is new attentiveness to their needs, new responsiveness to their hurts.  

Thomas Merton observes, ‘It is in deep solitude that I find the gentleness with which I can truly love my brothers.  The more solitary I am the more affection I have for them… Solitude and silence teach me to love my brothers for what they are, not for what they say.’
Foster:  Our real task on retreat is to create a space in our lives where God can reach us.

PRACTICAL: CREATE A SPACE IN YOUR LIFE RIGHT NOW, WHERE GOD CAN REACH YOU (ALLOW 15 MINUTES Journal time)
· Where am I with God at present?

· What are the things/circumstances/ people that are outgrowing my thoughts about God?  
· What lessons could God be trying to teach me through current difficulties/struggles.  
SIMPLICITY CHECK:

Do I give the impression of being more godly than I truly am?

Do I try to impress people with my degrees, titles, or honours?

Am I living contentedly within my income?

Am I a compulsive buyer?

Do I try to impress people with gadgets?

In recounting events do I shift the story ever so slightly to make myself appear in a more favourable light?

Must I always make excuses for my behaviour?

Can I accept compliments freely without any need to shrug them off in self-conscious modesty?

