COMMUNION

From a “Work of Heart” by Reggie McNeal
REHEARSING FOR ETERNITY

COME IN.
Shut the door behind you. It does not want to close all the way. Usu​ally you will have to lean up hard against it. Pressure from the outside threatens to blow it open and will, unless you get it secured. 
Have a seat. Or stand. Or lean against something. You can even lie down. You may go to work on whatever. Or you can choose not to. This is your room. Yours... and Another's.
The One who gave you life comes here too. The One who thought you up and imagined your leadership and knew you would be reading this page right now comes to this place also. This is where you let God work on your soul.
Sometimes the room fills with music. Fresh fragrances heighten the senses, sometimes. Light bathes the experience in a warm glow that gives rise to contentment. You want to stay forever sometimes.
Yet again you are sometimes startled in here. The entrance of the Other stuns you out of speaking, as if the wind is knocked out of you. What you expected is not what yen receive. The agenda is not always yours. You both welcome and fear the intense interest the Other has in you. 
Sometimes it stinks in here. The stench can be suffocating. Rotting, filthy, putrefying stuff gets dragged out from underneath hell. Stuff stuffed in closets you thought you would never have to open. Stuff that nobody but you and the Other know about. You recoil from the horror of it. You are repulsed. You want to get out of here. But the Other does not turn away. He wades into the mess. He is not put off by having to deal with this. Only His unflinching presence gives you the capacity to stay in, to overcome shame, to face down the unseemliness.
Then, sometimes, nothing happens. Or so it seems. He and you. Like a quiet night spent by the fire absorbed in a book, or like a long drive with a loved one shared without spoken words. Just there. Nothing much said. No big agenda. Comfortable.
For too many leaders, the room is musty. Shut for too long. Memory cobwebs go undisturbed by fresh air, the stir of encounter. The thrill of a rendezvous here with the Other is gone. Maybe the previous meetings were too intense. Maybe what goes on here is too unpredictable and un​tidy. Unsettling. Not controllable. For many, the lure of this place cannot seem to compete with the sights and sounds of the "real" world outside. Trouble is, living life exclusively out in that real world keeps the leader from becoming really real.
Leaders often neglect communion more than any other heart-shaping arena. Many spiritual leaders seem oblivious to the battle that actually targets them. Perhaps they see the arsenal of weapons arrayed at them as benign. The leader often appropriates them, accommodating their de​ployment in self-destruction.
Fax machines, e-mail, telephones, beepers, an overcommitted schedule, the press of people's needs, program concerns, ministry agendas - these are the tools of mass destruction for spiritual leaders. Their development and deployment proceed often without inspection. They threaten to shut down the spiritual leader's communion with God. Once that happens, the leader's effectiveness is destroyed. The leader becomes a casualty of a struggle that is as old as humanity-the drowning out of eternity by the screams of temporal concerns.
A small neglect of God occasioned by an unanticipated spate of un​usually consuming problems signals the beginning of a skirmish. God time yields to "more pressing" concerns. The leader's communication line with the commander begins to register static. In response, the leader sometimes does exactly the wrong thing. Instead of repairing communication b altering the busy schedule to make time for God, the leader compensates for the lack of divine guidance by increasing chat time with the established network. The only approval that satisfies, the “well -done" of the Commander-in-Chief, is set aside to curry favor from ministry con​stituents. Ministry efforts increase. So does the static. Episodic interrup​tions in the communication lines to God give way to a routine neglect. The leader goes off-line with headquarters.
Out of touch with command the leader begins to operate from the memos of previous orders and directives. As time goes on, these seem increasingly unrelated to more immediate issues. Activity replaces pro​ductivity. Genuine missional enthusiasm and purpose give way to maintenance and routine, with an accompanying loss of joy and a rise in self-doubt.
Leaders who continue to act in this way become cur off from genuine di​vine intervention on their behalf. They begin to rely on their own dimin​ishing reserves of spiritual firepower. Their activity becomes sustained either by adrenaline or perfunctory performance rather than the Spirit. They bank on their talents, their smarts, their relationship skills, and their position to cover their basic failure at the critical core function of their call. That function is to reflect God's heart to God's people. This cannot be done apart from a leader's firsthand knowledge of God's heart. This knowledge does not derive from historical encounters in a leader's past; it springs from a vibrant, up-to-date walk with the Almighty.
Devoid of a growing, personal, dynamic relationship with God, spiri​tual leaders become casualties. Some are removed from battle, too wounded to go on. Some remain engaged but are missing in action. Oth​ers desert, going AWOL on God and his people. Perhaps the worst sce​nario is the tragic figure of a spiritual corpse going through ministry rituals like the zombies of science fiction horror movies. However, this is real, painfully real. No amount of promise or talent or intelligence can ul​timately shield the spiritual leader from some variation of this faro if com​munion with God Is neglected.
Communion, fees at the center of heart-shaping. Through communion, the leader learns the lessons of God's activity in the other subplots. The examining and distilling of life experience occurs here. Through commu​nion, the leader secures the relationship with the Heart Maker and Heart Shaper. In communion, the leader strengthens the spiritual foundation that will support total leadership effectiveness.
Lack of attention to this essential aspect of heart-shaping explains many spiritual leadership heart ailments. Anemic communion creates shallow leadership, the kind of leadership informed only by methods and style without substance. "Pop leadership" practices knee-jerk reactions, adopts the latest facts, uses "with it" vocabulary. However, without a real center this leadership is hollow at the core. It implodes, collapsing in on the leader, who frantically and frenetically tries to stave it off by paying too much attention to the props and not enough attention to the story itself.
"Faux leadership" can be explained, in part, by a lack of communion. Fake leadership comes in several distinct styles. In American culture, lead​ership often parades as charisma. It often manipulates and exploits to maintain its power. Spiritual leaders who mimic this kind of leadership do so because they fail to submit their leadership to the surgical knife of intimate communion with God. With false leadership, it is all about the leader and not those served. The leader's agenda. The leader's vision. The leader's passions. The leader's goals. People play a role in helping the leader get to where the leader wants to go. People are not served. They are used.
These statements may seem too harsh. Unfortunately, I have seen too many wasted lives, too much pretension, and too much lost opportunity to pull punches. On the other hand, I have witnessed powerful spiritual leaders who attend to communion with God. They have a sense of pres​ence that comes from only One source.
The non-communing leader can hardly be a servant. Voluntary ser​vanthood requires an intact self at the center. This self has to be developed in communion with its Creator. The power and mystery of Incarnation lies in its willful act of self-emptying. As we have seen, Jesus could stay on task with this constant servanthood only through vibrant communion with the Father.
A spiritual leader practicing communion leads from a solid, integrative sense of purpose. The vision of God's preferred future both for the leader and for those in the leadership constellation gives direction and meaning. This vision for the future grows out of time spent with the One who has already been there.
We need to investigate some critical aspects of the spiritual leader's communion with God. Those who expect a guide to "quiet time" activi​ties will be disappointed in what follows. We often drain the Spirit from encounters with the Almighty by focusing on activities, on techniques, on more doing. A lot of busyness (a prevalent soul cancer that strikes lead​ers) gets imported into quiet times. We fill out workbooks, do memory work, study over texts (all good activities) rather than having genuine con​versation with God. Much of what is written about spending time with God seems more like manuals for mechanics or tapes for aerobics enthu​siasts than hints about how friends or lovers should spend time together. The discussion of communion in this chapter is free of mechanical how-tos.
Besides, the arena of communion encompasses a much broader notion than mere consideration of a slice of time given over to a religious activ​ity. We are talking about developing a life of genuine communion with God. A life that is really real because it is lived out of a sense of eternity, not just urgency.  
Telling leaders they should spend time with God hardly accomplishes the desired results. Approaching communion from a sense of guilt  has the same lasting motivation as being told to clean up your room. Our marriages usually succeed because we develop a satisfying relationship, not because the wedding vows are posted on the refrigerator door. Communion is about relationship, not about fulfilling obligations.
Communion enables the leader to explore. It offers discovery about one's self. Remember, self-knowledge is the single most important piece of information a leader needs. Without it, there is no leadership center.
Communion also offers an opportunity to discover God. The One who made us intends us for himself. Our understanding of him will never be exhausted. Each new insight whets our appetite to know more. The more we know him, the more we want to know him.

In short, communion helps the leader make sense of it all. Here is where the lessons are learned and the insights gained that will help the leader leave a legacy of people who are better off because that leader's life touched theirs.
Moses' tent meetings provided him not only instruction from Yahweh but also some sanctuary from the press of needs associated with leading the emancipated Hebrew slaves. David forged his friendship with God in solitude while shepherding. Paul retreated to the desert to rethink his theology. Jesus withdrew often, not to escape people but to be available to the Father for instruction and nurture. The High Priestly prayer of John 17 reveals how these times of communion prepared him for his assignments.
To entice you to the place of communion, this chapter reexamines an ancient notion now lost on post moderns - the place of Sabbath in our lives. To draw you to the Person of communion, the chapter inquires into the purpose God has for you in it.

Practicing Sabbath
Old Testament Hebrew thought introduced the idea of Sabbath into human spiritual practice. Its basis grows out of the creation story of Gen​esis 1. After six days of creative frenzy, God rested. He "sabbathed."
To this day, any mention of the word Sabbath will bring the word rest to the discussion. This word association poses a difficulty. For God to rest means something very different than it does for humans. An all​-powerful God presumably does not tire, at least physically. His need for rest would not be for refreshing. His rest really means a change of activ​ity. He shifted gears from creation to reflection. Work gave way to evalu​ation. The pause signaled a shift for God from writing the score to rehearsing the piece. God's Sabbath, then, did not mean a cessation of ac​tivity, but a different activity.
Humans have gotten it only partially right. Sabbath has been translated into setting aside a day of rest. This has meant time off from the job or a hiatus from work-related activity, not less activity. Those who live for the weekend try to cram life into the gaps between work schedules. Days off often require several subsequent working days to get over. Something is not quite right with this picture.
The picture does not get righted by the typical Christian congregation. Christian Sundays are often chock-full of religious activity. Church calendars wear out adherents to the faith. It takes enormous stamina to be a church member.
The elevation of one's participation in church activity to being a litmus test for true Christian piety might be the most ingenious ploy of the enemy ever. Rather than tempt Christians and their spiritual leaders with works of wickedness, he encourages more and more good efforts. The effect in terms of spiritual vitality is remarkably the same. Tired Christians do not evangelize. They lose judgment and choose expediency over values-based decisions and living. Very few make the connection, because each new challenge from the church and pulpit adds another layer of activity to their already-overcrowded lives.
In many circles, the notion of Sabbath has thus been translated into a day spent working hard to please God. Wasn't this what Jesus scolded the Pharisees for? He admonished them for their obsession with keeping Sabbath by reminding them that the Sabbath was a gift to humans by God for their benefit ("the Sabbath was made for man"), not as another reli​gious obligation ("not man for the Sabbath"; Mark 2:27).
Spiritual leaders need to recover the ancient meaning of Sabbath, its original purpose as envisioned by God. Then they need to practice Sabbath personally and lead those in their influence to do the same.
God created humans for eternity. But he knew that left to our own ordering, we would live out our lives for the moment. We tend to lose eter​nity as the conscious backdrop against which we develop our life stories. Without his intervention, he knew our thoughts and energies would be dominated by temporal concerns.
Enter Sabbath. It is not a day off to pursue whatever fancy is attainable and affordable. Rather, it is a day to restore eternity to our souls. God established Sabbath to accomplish a re-creation of eternity, a reminder of what is really real. This re-creation of eternity has two major activities- the worship of God and reflection on the work of our hands (translated​- what is going on in our lives).
Worship is preparation for eternity. Genuine worship anticipates the full manifestation of the kingdom of God. Worship is what all believers will be doing a million years from now. Worship gets us back in touch with an eternal God. In worship, God reminds us of his purposes for us and for all people. Worship also heals the fractures in our souls. The walls that divide us from ourselves and from our God are broken down in the presence of God. This work of God in worship anticipates a time when we are completely whole. True worship, then, restores the soul because it rehearses eternity. This is one function of Sabbath.
Sabbath was also intended to provide people a rhythm by which to re​flect on their lives. The establishment of a routine day to evaluate prog​ress provides the chance for the plumb line of divine perspective to be dropped into human efforts. Sabbath allows people to reflect on the promises they have made to God, to other people, and to themselves. It provides continual opportunity to measure one's spiritual advancement by assessing life's experiences in between Sabbaths. It affords a chance to look back across the landscape of life endeavors to search for king​dom outcroppings.
In ancient times, God gave explicit instructions to the Hebrews for observing Sabbath. The commands preserved both elements of Sabbath​-worship and reflection. The family began Sabbath with worship. Prepa​rations were made ahead of time so that normal routine would not consume valuable moments of reflection on God and eternity and what is most precious in life.
This ancient practice has all but been forgotten in Christian circles. Only a semblance of the original remains. Worship is now routinely re​moved from the center of home and family. The activities on the Temple grounds (the church) squeeze out reflection for most. Sunday has its own special hustle and bustle.
Putting off Sabbath means putting off life. Without Sabbath, our souls lose touch with our true destiny. Life becomes too common and profane. Transcendence is lost. The tyranny of the urgent rules our lives. We for​get what is really real. We neglect the kingdom. We fail to rehearse for eternity.
The recovery of Sabbath would lead to the renewal of spiritual leaders by restoring communion practices where heart-shaping could occur. Lead​ers who long for the renewal of the church should not let this connection escape them. If God's people are to be once again captured by his heart for them, they are going to have to be in communion with him to hear his voice. Until church leaders come to their senses, they will continue to pass out methodological pabulum to their followers as a drug to dull their pain and to anesthetize their spiritual yearnings for more vibrancy than they currently experience. We will not have renewed congregations and min​istries until we have renewed leaders. The restoration of Sabbath can pro​vide a key to personal spiritual renewal by enhancing communion between the spiritual leader and God.
Two Images

What does Sabbath look like?
Perhaps a better question would be, “What are some contemporary im​ages that might give leaders some clues about practicing Sabbath in their lives?”
Two images come to mind. Each has a different appeal, so one may not work for you. However, most of us can imagine both of them even if they are not a part of our own personal experience. These images speak to the dynamics and content of Sabbath, not to a methodological prescription for how it is done.
The first image is that of a married couple who continues to date after the wedding. This has been a practice that Cathy (my wife) and I have F considered a key to continued marriage vitality. Every week, we have some sort of date that we look forward to as much as we did before we were married.
Some of our dates are very romantic and intimate. On some, we take our calendars to check signals. We look at the whos, wheres, and whens of our lives and those of our kids. Some of our times together are agenda driven, like special occasions or the need to discuss a specific issue. Many are fairly routine-nothing profound occurs, no life-changing decisions are made. Nevertheless, we feel that even these routine dates significantly contribute to our relationship and to the health of our marriage. Because of our dating practice, we have never forgotten what attracted us to each other and why we like each other still.
Spending time investing in our relationship as a married couple has paid enormous benefits. In fact, there is no substitute for this kind of time together. Quality would never make up for quantity. We know what the other likes, dislikes, feels, and yearns for, because our hearts have been consistently and frequently united. Genuinely becoming one flesh requires this kind of intentionality. It does not just happen because of a ceremony or a few great times together.
God gave us marriage for more reasons than as a procreation strategy. He could have designed other ways for that to happen. In marriage, we find the picture of God's designs for a relationship with us. He desires the intimacy and oneness with us that we experience with our married part​ner. In fact, he created us for this very reason. He gave us his image so he could recognize himself in us, thus making relationship possible. In addi​tion, being created in his image means that we possess the Godlike ca​pacity to choose. We can choose to love or to reject him. We can even choose estrangement over intimacy. The joy that well-marrieds experience arises from the realization that they have been chosen by the object of their own affection. This is God's heart for us. When we respond in love to love, he is thrilled. We are made complete.
Sabbath is the date life of our marriage with God. Sometimes it is char​acterized by wonderful intimacy (we usual call this praise). In those times, we cannot tell God adequately how much we love him and want tote near him and desire to live with him forever. On occasion, Sabbath time with God might include checking calendars. Going over time commitments and rehearsing the schedule of our lives vitally interest him. Like a life partner, he can caution our over-commitments and remind us of the importance of balance. He also wants to be a part of the big events of our lives and wants to discuss how that is made more possible. He can help us see things about how we are spending life.
Some special times with God might focus on issues that clamor for at​tention. You may need to pour your heart out in disappointment, or con​sider some major decision. He hears patiently and promises not to chide you for needing his counsel. He delights in granting you his wisdom. In the exchange, you can trust he has your best interest at heart.
Many Sabbath experiences might seem routine. No particular agenda claims your attention. Just time with your Beloved – the One who made you and then gave himself up for you. Yet even in these nondescript, non-​mountaintop experiences, you get to know him better. You know what he likes and dislikes, what you do that pleases him and what causes him grief. You learn to anticipate his thoughts and insights. Just as with your marriage partner, there is always more to learn. The relationship is never exhausted. But you become more and more like him. In the process, you are becoming one.
Try another image for Sabbath. In this analogy, God serves as divine Coach.
Several high school football coaches attended the church I pastored in Texas. During football season, I knew what those guys did on Saturday morning. Win or lose, they watched film. Films of the game recorded from high up in the stadium would show them all the plays of the Friday night contest. They could rewind the film a dozen times to look at the same thing or at different things. By watching film, they could gain more understand​ing of why the game went the way it did. From their viewing and review​ing, they developed their coaching strategy for the following week. Armed with film, the coach could show a player what worked and what didn't.
God keeps film. As the divine Coach, he can help us learn how to play our life game better. Learning to practice Sabbath can give him the opportunity to review with us the film of our lives.

I remember the discovery of this insight during one Sabbath meet​ing with Coach. He played back an encounter I had had the previous week with our younger daughter. It had been a brief episode. She had done something that upset me. I scolded her for her actions and then moved on. I had forgotten about the incident until Coach brought out the film. What I said in the exchange was not appropriate. I wounded her spirit. It showed up in the film. Not until he played it slowly for me did I see the look in her face. I had missed it at the time. Because Coach re​played the scene, I could go back to her and get it right. Plus, I learned a valuable lesson for future plays where she was involved.
The Coach also delights in showing great plays. He celebrates good performance if we let him. These viewings can boost our confidence and help us get better at what we are good at. This is what great athletes do. They build on strengths, the talents they have discovered, to improve their play.
Unfortunately, many spiritual leaders do not know what their strengths are. Or if they do, they ignore these to continue to work on their weaknesses. The return on investment is much higher when leaders, like ath​letes spend their energies on what they do well. Much of life conspires to tell us what we are not good at. Most spiritual leaders can tick off the list of what they need to improve much more easily than they can identify their strengths and detail how they are practicing and getting better at them. Most people attempt self-improvement through remediation of weaknesses. Leaders who do this tie their growth to their least talent. They employ a pathology model of fighting sickness rather than a well​ness model of promoting health. Their ministry often reflects this ap​proach, targeting people who are led to believe they are a problem for God to fix.
Giving God a chance as Sabbath Coach would be a strategic move for helping you move to a strengths-based approach. He made you. He de​signed the wonderful gifts and talents you have. He can show you things about yourself that can set your leadership soaring. You can trust him. People will line up to tell leaders what they need to work on. Usually it will benefit them if you heed their advice. With God, you can always trust that his interest is in making you as successful as possible. He only wants to make you into a champion.
Think of it! You have a chance to spend rime with the One who understands the game better than anyone else. He designed the game, after all. And…he has played the game. This is the wonderful truth of Incar​nation. Jesus understands what it is like on the playing field.
You might employ other images in imagining what Sabbath time could look like. Perhaps God is the trusted Parent, or the Wise Counselor, or the Expert Consult Develop whatever image works for you. Give your​self a positive reason to spend time with the Almighty in reflection over your life.​
This approach stands in sharp contrast to the many challenges issued to spiritual leaders about their time with God. Guilt and shame are poor substitutes for being drawn into the presence of the lover of our souls._ To hear some experts exhort spiritual leaders in this area, one would suspect they had been schooled by the Pharisees. Their exhortations feel like added weights to leaders’ lives. The joy of Sabbath as a time to be spent with God becomes replaced by its demands. Contemporary Pharisees talk of communion with God as something owed to him. They devise things for leaders to do to spend the time with God, to be busy in his presence.
Remember, Sabbath is a gift to us from God. Accept his invitation. You can relax in his presence because he is safe to share your life with. More than anything else, he just wants the time to be with you. Unfettered and unbusy time to enjoy you, to show you his love. Time to make you a champion at living.

Special Challenges to the Practice o f Sabbath

A few challenges face any leader who wants to practice Sabbath.

The first challenge is a theological and psychological one. It has to do with how the leader views God. For leaders who see God as a hard taskmaster who can never be pleased, the notion of spending extended times with him conjures up anything but pleasant anticipation. For lead​ers who believe that God wants to spend time with them just so he can beat them up, Sabbath will be resisted. For leaders who believe that the primary path to spiritual improvement lies in remediation, Sabbath can become a way to practice more self-atonement. This would result in less joy, not more. This perspective can also turn time spent with God into a source of increased pride and legalism. Such a development would obvi​ously militate against increased grace and tolerance in leaders. False views of God like these are fed by faulty theology and unhealthy psychoses. On the other hand, a biblical and emotionally healthy view of God will fos​ter the desire to spend time with him.
A second challenge for practicing Sabbath involves the need for devel​oping the discipline of listening prayer. Leaders typically spend a good deal of time talking as part of their leadership role. Many leaders have trouble listening. This weakness extends to the spiritual sphere. Many leaders can fill up time with God with much speaking. Listening to God is a different ball game.

Several issues relate to this challenge. First of all, listening takes time, more time not speaking than many leaders are comfortable with. In ad​dition, once leaders begin to listen, they realize that a lot of voices clamor for their attention. Distinguishing God's voice from the others involves a learning curve. Finally, learning to listen to God is presumed a private ac​tivity and therefore difficult to learn from example, one of the favorite ways many leaders learn.
Learning to listen to God is a developmental discipline. The beginner will make some mistakes. If the listener is a novice, announcing multi​million dollar building programs on the basis of a prayer vigil may prove ill conceived and ill fated. The best approach usually involves discussing the content of the leader's conversations with God with others whom the leader trusts. It is best to test out what one hears from God with others who are also listening to him and who know the leader well. It also helps if they know the circumstances facing the leader.
Developing the art of listening prayer takes some trial and error. How​ever, with perseverance, the leader will begin to recognize a voice that is distinguishable from the chatter on other self-talk channels. The leader will probably come to the realization that a lot of what has been viewed as prayer in the past has literally only been self-talk. Prayer must be dia​logical if it is to change people and move heaven and earth.

Some Practical Suggestions

Think of the images of dating and coaching. These both contain elements of review and reflection, planning and preparing, courtship and love​making. Sabbath must work for you, and will work differently depend​ing on temperament, wiring, interests, and circumstance. Some will enjoy stimulating their conversation with God through print media. This has long been a way that God has spoken to people. Scripture works best, but other books can help. Some enjoy music to establish the mood and drown out some noises of the outside world, so that their spirit can listen for God. Outdoor walks to admire God's handiwork can serve as discussion starters. Some leaders keep journals of their thoughts and find it easier to hear God through writing their impressions.
The strategy to develop listening prayer addresses the inevitable ques​tion that arises when leaders entertain the prospects of beginning a Sab​bath practice: What do you do? This query clinches the argument that Sabbath is desperately needed. A culture requiring frenetic activity as an initiation rite does not yield up its subjects readily.
The issues of time and calendar always pose the most formidable chal​lenges to the establishment of Sabbath. The best approach involves building on some kind of rhythm whenever possible. When life and work admit no rhythm, then it has to be artificially imposed. The original set of Sab​bath instructions involved twenty-four hours every seven days. That will prove too ambitious for many leaders, and it should not even be a goal or standard. For many, one half day a week provides enough reflection time. Some leaders cannot set time aside on a weekly basis for any number of reasons. In this case, a Sabbath time every two weeks might be the answer. Again, any number of configurations will work, depending on the rhythm of the leader's life. Waiting for the time to present itself will postpone ac​tion. The practice of Sabbath requires a proactive determination on the part of the leader.
Many leaders prefer a daytime Sabbath, joining the family in the evening. Some prefer the mornings, some the afternoon. Usually Sabbath is personal, yet many spiritual leaders have found time spent with the fam​ily or spouse in God's presence to be very powerful. Many Christian lead​ers have found the addition of occasional prayer retreats into their schedule to afford them times of wonderful refreshing and increased pleasure in their relationship with the Lord. An increasing number of leaders are sub​mitting to the coaching of a spiritual director. Different leaders want dif​ferent settings for Sabbath, from indoor sanctuaries to outdoor natural l cathedrals. Some prefer familiar places; others find themselves drawn to explore God in a new place.
The communion of the leader with God certainly involves more than "sabbathing." However, Sabbath (or the lack of it) establishes the tone of the leader's relationship with God. That is why it deserves so much, attention.

Be All That You Can Be

Communion defies containment to any one observance or practice. The spiritual connection between leader and God involves the entire spectrum of their interaction and relationship, its content as well as process. Trans​parency, immediacy, honesty, all characterize mature communion. Prayer, posture (of heart, not just body), presence, penitence, petition, persever​ance. These words describe other aspects of communion.
Communion involves the conscious awareness and cultivation of the person of God in the leader's life. "Life" here means life in its broadest sense, involving individual, family, and community dimensions, as well as ministry enterprise. Through communion, God shapes the leader's heart toward displaying the character of Christ in all life pursuits, thoughts, and transactions. Through communion, God pursues the leader relentlessly, searching for entrance into every area of the leader's heart-ambitions, emotions, passions, fears, loves, prejudices, assumptions, character, and behaviors.
The self doggedly holds on to these territories. God's advances into these areas will be resisted. Forays into these areas raise the ongoing issue of "Who is God?" Made in his image, we can choose to act the part of God. This is why we yield so stubbornly. Yet when we realize that God is God, and we are not, we experience peace and release. In our submis​sion and obedience, we discover freedom. Only as a servant can we real​ize our full divine inheritance. Moses forged his leadership legacy by serving Hebrew slaves for forty years. Jesus' Messianic mission expressed an unanticipated suffering servant motif. Both leaders proved that great leadership is leadership that serves followers.
Great spiritual leaders are great spiritual leaders because they enjoy ex​ceptional communion with God. The failure to establish intimacy with the Almighty imposes a limit on genuine spiritual leadership. No amount of giftedness or skill will make unnecessary the development of this arena. This does not mean that leaders cannot accomplish great things on their own prowess and steam. They can. However, full leadership potential can be reached only with the communion subplot well developed. Only God knows what insights he alone grants to the leader who pursues his heart.
The leader is not the only one counting on the leader's having a healthy communion with God. All those in the leadership constellation have a vested interest in the leader's spiritual development. Those in the leader's world of influence need to know that their leader has been with God, like Moses of old. They are encouraged and comforted when they detect the glow of the leader's face-to-face encounters with God. Their confidence for the journey ahead is directly informed by the knowledge and convic​tion that the leader has spent significant time with God pleading for his presence to go with them.
Contemporary leaders who, like David, can rehearse a full range of emotions with God in private can lead with greater equanimity in pub​lic. Leaders maintaining vibrant communion establish a peaceful king​dom. The followers can relax. The borders are secure. The sovereignty of God over the heart of the king (the leader) extends the blessings of God to his people. Conversely, a leader unruled by God creates insecu​rity for followers.
Like Paul, today's apostolic leaders need strengthening for their work through communion. When they are nurtured by times with the Resur​rected Lord, the quality of their leadership is transforming. Because God is always at work revealing Himself to them, well-communed leaders maintain a spiritual dynamic that allows followers to participate in the fresh movements of God in the world.
Jesus came to understand his person and his mission through his com​munion with the Father. A leader similarly enrolled in the school of divine instruction will lead from healthy self-awareness. Followers need to know what expedition they are signing up for. The leader's vibrant communion alone will establish appropriate sureness of the mission.

Becoming God's Friend

Communion represents such a powerful heart-shaping dynamic because it opens up the possibility of becoming God’s friend. The biblical witness confirms that God desires this friendship. God created us in order to enjoy us (Gen. 3:8; Rev. 4:11). God called Abraham his friend (2 Chron. 20:7). Jesus told his disciples he considered them his friends (John 15:15). Of course, God will not force the friendship. The choice is ours.

If we choose to be God's friend, we can cultivate some attitudes and ac​tions that facilitate the development of the friendship. We have already talked about the key ingredient of spending time with him.
We need to get to know God firsthand and not rely on what others tell us about him. Many human friendships never get off the ground because of preconceptions that one party has about the other. Often the precon​ception has been informed by another party or another experience. If peo​ple can get by the assumptions and get to know the other personally, a new appreciation for the person usually emerges.
The same dynamics hold true in our relationship with God. Many lead​ers have absorbed consciously and unconsciously ideas and notions about God from a number of sources-parents, spiritual authorities, popular culture, friends. God has gone to great lengths to give us firsthand knowl​edge about himself, including a signature creation, a planetary visit by his Son, and direct access to his Spirit. He wants us to get to know him. If we do, we will love him.
We can also find out what God likes and does not like. This kind of in​formation improves human friendship. It will also work with God. For instance, God likes humility but detests pride. He likes paying attention to the plight of the poor and needy; he does not care for the willful ignoring of others' needs. He likes parties; he abhors religion that sucks the life out of people. The list can go on and on. Once we know what God likes and what he doesn't, we have an obvious choice. If we want to be better friends, we will choose to do more of what he enjoys and less of what drives us apart. The scriptures call this obedience.
We can also improve our relationship with God by becoming interested in what he is doing. Part of friendship with God includes our taking an active part in his mission. He will let us stay in our tiny, self-absorbed cor​ners of life. However, he is up to so much more and would like to cut us in on some of it. A sure sign that we have been captured by God's heart is that we begin to see him more and more at work. We see him at church but also in the city commons. We see him in believers; we see him in the world outside Christ. We see him mostly in people's lives, drawing them to him and working in them. Because our interest is what interests him, we find ourselves also drawn to others.
Good friends celebrate one another's achievements. God has done good work. Learning to exult in his creative genius involves praise. It also in​cludes researching his wonders in order to appreciate his creativity even more. Celebrating God's work thrusts us into the lives of people in whom he is working, helping them discover his abundance. Celebrating God's achievements extends to growing in appreciation for yourself. You are a work in progress, a work of God's heart, a masterpiece of divine heart-​sculpting efforts. The more you grow to celebrate God's work in you, the more freed up your relationship will be.
Let God in on your own celebrations. Make him a part of your family good times, your vacations, your fun. Do not just get in touch with him when you need something. Include God in the wonderful joys and abun​dant moments.
The last chapter included a discussion about our need for friends. It de​tailed some qualities, or a checklist of personal characteristics, that we need to cultivate if we want to develop friendships. The same list could be rehearsed here. Vulnerability, intentional listening, integrity, and the rest all play an important role in our attitude in communion.

If we view our communion with God as something functional and me​chanical, we will be consumed with figuring out how to pray, how to study the Bible, how to ... whatever. These issues are not unimportant, but they are not the goal of communion. The goal of communion is the becoming one of two hearts-yours and God's.
Communion ultimately exposes leaders for who they are. Over time, those who crave God's heart-shaping work in this arena also become more transparent, more available to others, and more open displays of the heart of God.
One could argue that developing and maintaining quality communion with God is the hardest work of the spiritual leader's life. If it is hard, it is also crucial in establishing leadership potential. Shallow communion equals imploding leadership. Deep communion equals a positive leader​ship legacy.
So, how is your communion going?

· Do you have regular dates or coaching sessions with God?

· What other images invite you to spend quality time with him?

· When God thinks about you, what expression comes over his face? Does he smile or frown? Why? (By the way, you are always on his mind.)

· What can you do to improve your communion?

· What do others know about the conversations you have with God?

· How do you keep God on your heart throughout the day?

· How are you cultivating God's friendship?

· What is the last thing you have learned about God in your times together?

Leaders in touch with heaven can move earth. As spiritual leaders come to know the heart of God in communion, their own hearts begin to beat with his. Like resonating tuning bars, their hearts become conformed to the perfect pitch of the One who woos them in the quiet places of their hearts.
Go on in!
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