Introduction

On 1st November 2008 about 30 adults and children from across the Dream network met for an ‘away day’ at Liverpool cathedral.
We explored what it means to go deeper as individuals and as a community seeking to grow in our experience of following Jesus and our commitment to be part of his mission to transform this world.

We also began a process of looking at the idea of a ‘Rhythm of life’ that some within Dream might want to be a part of. This is an outline for the ground we covered on that day.
Session 1 Going Deeper
Much of life feels like being in a desert rather than a lush oasis. This is because 

1. The world isn’t the way it was originally meant to be.

2. As followers of Jesus, we’re exiles. This world isn’t meant to feel like “home”. Instead we are to long, pray and work for a transformed world. That is our hope.

What then do we need to keep going? How do we not just survive our desert journey, but thrive, and become the kind of people who see the desert around us transformed? 

How do we each become a stream in the desert so that life flourishes around us and how together as Dream do we become a river in the desert.

We need more and more depth.
There’s a challenge in that for us, because Dream has become pretty good in our different groups at being a “safe” place. That’s wonderful, but it can also become a weakness, because safety can easily mean shallowness. You are safest in the shallows. 

But if we stay in the shallows, we miss out. Something within us longs to wade out into the deep, to swim into the centre of the raging river, even if we’re terrified at the thought. We long within to go deeper as a community, deeper in discipleship and spiritual growth, deeper in our commitment to radically being part of God’s mission on earth.

But what does it take to go deeper? We could probably list 101 things, but what’s most important? Jesus was asked a similar same question.
Jesus said, "The first in importance is, 'Listen, Israel: The Lord your God is one; so love the Lord God with all your passion and prayer and intelligence and energy.' And here is the second: 'Love others as well as you love yourself.' There is no other commandment that ranks with these." (Mark 12)

Most important is to love God, with all our passion, prayer, intelligence and energy and love others as ourselves.

We’re going to take those five headings and attach them to five actions.  Five spiritual practices which down the ages have proven to be fundamental to spiritual growth.

1. Love God with all your Passion

The core practise that aligns our heart, our passion with God is worship.
Worship is all about giving value. It asks, what are we focussed on? What does our life revolve around? What takes pride of place? What do we set our hearts on?
In church settings “worship” can often mean singing. In Dream it can mean ‘prayer stations’ or tea-lights. All those things can be expressions of worship, but worship is much more about the order of priority of the stuff in our lives.

One form of worship, one spiritual discipline is incredibly powerful at revealing what we worship, what our hearts are like. …  
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  (Luke 12:34) 
What we do with our money often reveals what we set our hearts on.
Jesus continually taught about the connection between our heart’s passion and our money and belongings. The story of worship through the bible is one of giving sacrificially more than singing or praying!

It’s a very sensitive topic to talk about which is why we need to ask basic questions about what it means to go deeper and to thrive as a disciple of Jesus. Otherwise we’ll just stay on safe ground.

Love the Lord God with all your passion through worship.
2. Love God with all your Prayer

The core practise here is pretty obvious… pray!
It’s been such a gift within dream to learn creative, life-giving ways to connect with the presence of God in our lives. 

The primary thing that we are learning is that prayer is about practising the presence of God. It’s about awareness. The awareness of the reality that “God is here”. Out of that flows thanking God, asking him for stuff, etc.

Having personal and group rhythms of connecting with the reality of the presence of God in our daily lives is essential if we are going to grow and go deeper.
3. Love God with all your Intelligence

A core practise here is study. Using our intelligence to love God. 
For too many people, church is the place where you check in your brain at the door. Our culture elevates education, but when it comes to spirituality we’re often all about feelings and leave intelligence out of it.

Yet studying the scriptures, reading them, remembering them and discussing them have always been central to the spiritual growth of the people of God.

We each need a rhythm of connecting with scripture, getting to know it, and more importantly letting it get to know us. This isn’t just detached analytical reading of the bible, its devotional reading where we let the bible read us as much as we read it. 

Do we know the big story that we are a part of? 
If not how can we live faithfully to it?
Are we encountering God in this way?

We can love God with our intelligence in many other ways. Studying creation and the world around us. Engaging with ideas, with culture, with art and music, poetry and politics. Those are all ways of loving God with our minds. The slightly unfashionable truth though is that within Christian spirituality all of that stuff is important, but secondary to being “people of the book”. 

4. Love God with all your Energy

Here the core spiritual practise that has been used by followers of Jesus down the ages is service. 

Giving our time and energy in serving as a gift to God. Not doing it for ourselves, or even for others, but for God.  It’s the gritty, getting stuck in and getting our hands dirty.
God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense?  (James 2:17)

We need to honour those spend hours doing that in some of our Dream services. Preparing the worship, setting up, making coffee, clearing up. It’s a gift for those who come along. I get paid for it. But you give your free time and energy. That’s a precious gift.

And then there are so many other places and ways to serve God. In our community, schools, among the poor, serving the environment, etc
The acid test here is our availability to God. Because there’s no way out of it, in the end being a follower of Jesus means being available to be sent anywhere, to do anything, so that his will can be done on earth and his kingdom can come on earth.

5. Love others as well as you love yourself

It’s tough to come up with one word that captures all of this, but the one I want to suggest is kindness. We’re going to look at acts of kindness to others under two subheadings
a. Hospitality 
Hospitality is about showing kindness to those who come to us. It’s about…
-Welcoming strangers and those we wouldn’t necessarily choose to have as friends.
-De-privatising our homes and lives.

-Moving beyond consumer relationships

Maybe true hospitality, is a commitment to inviting others into our lives not just our homes. So it includes openness, honesty and vulnerability.

Compassion 
We’re using compassion here for those acts of kindness which are about going or reaching out. That includes…

-Speaking out for justice and mercy.
-Caring for others who are close to home.
-Caring for others who are far away.

-Caring for others who are affected why the way we treat our eco-system.

-Reaching out to those who are spiritually thirsty.
If we want to grow spiritually.  If we want to become more like Jesus. 

If we want to thrive in the desert and see it transformed around us. If we want Dream to be more than a safe space where we can come to chill out and hug a tea-light. If we want to become more and more a community of radical disciples we need to make worship, study, prayer, service, hospitality and compassion parts of our life as individuals and as a community.

We’re going to look at some ideas of how we might want to work together on some of these areas using something called a “rule of life” or “rhythm of life”. 

Session 2 ‘Rule of Life’
We all belong to Dream communities, where we enjoy meeting together, creative worship and discussion.  But then what?  Some meet weekly, some monthly, but what does it mean to belong to Dream for the rest of the time? 

We’re going to be thinking about something called a ‘Rule of Life’. 
‘Rule’ is a strong word which evokes feelings of legalism and unbending structure, A rule of life, though is not like this. The Dutch Catholic Priest and writer in Christian spirituality, Henri Nouwen, says this…

A Rule offers ‘creative boundaries within which God’s loving presence can be recognised and celebrated.’ It does not prescribe but invite, it does not force but guide, it does not threaten but warn, it does not instil fear but points to love. In this it is a call to freedom, freedom to love.

Perhaps a better way of understanding what this is about is to replace the word ‘rule’ with ‘rhythm’.  It’s about giving shape to our day to day lives – 

-guidelines and disciplines to help our inner life of relationship with God; 

-a framework for balancing all the demands of life and ensuring that important values do not get forgotten in the busyness of day to day existence; 

-holistic discipleship – following Jesus 24-7 and reflecting on how being a disciple affects every part of our lives; 

-for Dream this is particularly important – our first Core Value is ‘Christ-Centred’… it may well be true of our particular Dream community, but is it true of our individual lives?

There’s nothing new in Rules or Rhythms of Life – monastic orders throughout the centuries have adopted them to shape their community life, such as the Benedictines and Franciscans.  But, there’s been a renewed interest in such rules or rhythms in recent years through the ‘new-monastic’ movements which has began filtering through to many different types of Christian community.  This interest is maybe a response to the oft-levelled charge of spirituality becoming too consumer oriented in the emerging church.

A lot of effort goes into studying these rhythms of life and debating what should or shouldn’t be there, but this can miss the point.  I wear glasses…  I don’t study my glasses, I look through them – that’s the point of them.  A thorough study won’t help my eyesight!  A rule or rhythm of life is like this – it is a tool for seeing and interacting with life, and can be a spur for vision and growth in Christian discipleship.
That said, let’s take a look at a few contemporary examples…  

The Northumbria Community 
A rule based on Availability and Vulnerability…  

1. firstly to be available to God in the “cell of our own heart” when we can be turned towards Him, and seek His face; 

2.  then to be available to others in a call to exercise hospitality, recognising that in welcoming others we honour and welcome the Christ Himself; 

3. then to be available to others by praying and interceding for their situations in the power of the Holy Spirit; 

4.  then to be available for participation in mission of various kinds according to the calling and initiatives of the Spirit.  

5.  We embrace the vulnerability of being teachable expressed in a discipline of prayer, exposure to Scripture and a willingness to be accountable to others; 

6.  we embrace the responsibility of taking the ‘heretical imperative’ by speaking out when necessary or asking awkward questions that will often upset the status quo, and by making relationships the priority, and not reputation; 

7.  We embrace the challenge to live as church without walls, living openly amongst unbelievers and other believers in a way that the life of God in ours can be seen, challenged or questioned. This will involve us building friendships outside our Christian ghettos or club-mentality, not with ulterior evangelistic motives, but because we genuinely care.

The Iona Community 

A five-fold rule: 
1. Daily Prayer and Bible-reading
2. Sharing and accounting for the use of our money 
3. Planning and accounting for the use of our time 
4. Action for Justice and Peace in society 
5. Meeting with and accounting to each other.

This is then spelled out in far more detail (see their website http://www.iona.org.uk/iona_rule.php)
Moot

An emerging church in London with some similarities to Dream.
1. Presence – commitment to meet and journey together; 
2. Acceptance – accepting and being open to learn from others; 
3. Creativity – in worship, prayer and learning; 
4. Balance – “We aspire to live with integrity in the city, striving as a community for balance between work, rest and play. We wish to develop healthy spiritual disciplines such as daily prayer, meditation and contemplation, drawing on the ancient Christian paths. We want to live within our means, living sustainable lives. We desire to not be simply consumers, but people committed to giving and receiving in all of life.”; 
5. Accountable – to one another and wider Christian community… “to have a willingness to share life, rather than to privatize it and we seek to walk together in a deep way rather than as strangers who only know the surface of each other”; 
6. Hospitality – welcoming and extending invitation to all.
The Order of Mission – Based in Sheffield.  
They stress simplicity, purity and accountability.  These words come from the promise that members of the order make to one another.
What might a Dream rhythm of life look like? 

As communities within dream, we take on different forms appropriate to our own context and community life but grounded in the same four core values; can we apply a similar model in developing rhythms of life?
I’d like to suggest that a good starting point is Henri Nouwen’s principles of a rule of life…
A Rule offers ‘creative boundaries within which God’s loving presence can be recognised and celebrated.’ It does not prescribe but invite, it does not force but guide, it does not threaten but warn, it does not instil fear but points to love. In this it is a call to freedom, freedom to love.

Invitational – a Dream rhythm should be about invitation, not compulsion.  There will be members of Dream communities who decide not to adopt a rhythm, and that’s fine – they are no less members of Dream as a result.
Guiding – instead of having a set of rules the ethos of Dream may lead us to adopting a set of guidelines that each person can then shape into their own rhythm.  For example, if we had a guideline that said something about regularly praying for the community, one person may adopt a rhythm that has them praying daily while another person may adopt a rhythm that has them praying every Tuesday evening.  We can also change our personal rhythm over time to reflect an ongoing journey or discipleship, but the guidelines remain constant.
Warning – the flip side to this is that we don’t allow our rhythm to be so easy that it doesn’t require discipline.  The purpose of a rhythm of life is to remind us of what is important and to keep such things as priorities in our life.  A rhythm of life, if it’s worth having, will involve an element of sacrifice and require a degree of will power.  This isn’t about religion being doom and gloom but is about being transformed, step-by-step, into the likeness of Christ.
Loving – a core value of Dream is that we seek to be relational, building community not just putting on events, and relationships are essential to any rhythm of life.  We need each other as we set out on the challenge of discipleship – we need to be accountable (although we may choose a different less loaded word) to others as we devise our own rhythm of life and as we seek to live by it.
Gives freedom - to journey with Christ in the Dream community.  A rhythm is not about legalism and guilt trips, but about releasing us to live as we believe Jesus has called us to live.  In sharing this commitment as a community, we’re not alone when it’s tough but are part of something bigger which is life-giving.
So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you. (Romans 12:1-2)

Discussion

We discussed whether this idea of a Rhythm of life is something we’d like to explore, by looking at it in two ways.

1. We tried to think of as many worries, questions and fears as we could about heading in this direction. They included…
· Could fuel guilt
· Pressure to perform?
· Just one more thing to think about?

· Who sets the ‘rules’?

· Could put people off
· We could become rule obsessed

· Danger of two tiers within Dream

· Potential exclusivity

· May be difficult to communicate

· Seems to involve loaded language (like “accountability” and “rule”)

· Danger of Mission statement management speak.

· Structure can kill organic life

· Could become too wishy-washy and therefore pointless

· Rules easily take over and have a life of their own

· Another opportunity for failure?

· Could lead to a lack of personal initiative and responsibility. (parent/child)

· Could stifle through becoming ‘the thing’.

· Could appear ‘cultic’

We talked about the fact that these could fall into four categories (some fall into more than one)

a. Misconceptions (it’s not really a problem just a misunderstanding)

b. Dangers to avoid (i.e. could e a problem, but can be avoided if we are careful)

c. Costs worth paying (i.e. something that could be costly but still worth it)

d. Reasons not to go ahead (the danger/problem means we shouldn’t continue)

2. We then thought of potential benefits in offering a Rhythm of life. They included…
· Belonging / Growth as part of something bigger
· Practical Discipleship

· Stability and Security

· Could help our shared identity

· Something to commit to.

· May give meaning, direction and signposts.

· Could reduce isolation.

· May offer “roots” and integration.

· We need boundaries so we can enjoy ‘playing’.

· It may strip away some of the mystery for outsiders of what Dream is all about.

· It helps to communicate our values in practise.

· Growth

· A way of life rather than just a series of services and events

· Mutuality (we’re all on a level and all travellers)

· Support in difficult times

· Counteracts individuality and DIY spirituality

· Some people need/like structure

· Structure can help ‘life’

· May guard against error.

(Note the first list seemed longer when we shared it on the day. These are taken from each groups own sheet of notes)

Sessions 3 What next?
At the moment there are six Dream groups;

-dream in the cathedral

-all age dream (also meets at the cathedral)

-haydock 

-ormskirk

-l19 (Grassendale)

-st Hildas

Those groups are incredibly diverse. Some are small others fairly large. Some high tech, others very simple. There are now around 100 people who regularly connect with a dream group and then many others who occasionally do. We aren’t a small, new thing any more!

Then there’s also a growing number around the world who are connecting with Dream through the web – especially those who visited the reflection zone at the cathedral this year. We are hearing from some who want to be a part of dream at a distance through the net.
What if, from among that network, there were some people who would find it helpful to commit to a shared Rhythm of Life. It seems that there are six principles we would need to build in from the start.

1.Optional, 

The Rhythm of Life would be for those whom it would help. There must be no sense of a two tier network where we assume that taking on the ‘‘rhythm of life’’ is a statement of belonging or commitment to Dream. There might be those right at the core of our network, for whom this isn’t going to be appropriate or appealing. Instead we need to see it as one community which is served by the commitment that some within in make to choose to take on a rhythm of life

2. Cross shaped

In two ways…

-Grace-filled. A ‘‘rhythm of life’’ is in danger of becoming a way to try to be a “good Christian”. Instead it must be based on what Jesus has already done, not me working hard to be good and be loved.

-Secondly though, it must be sacrificial and deeply challenging as it helps us to take up our cross and follow us in the way of Christ. There is no point in adopting something new that doesn’t encourage us to grow.
3. Flexible

We aren’t interested in a prescriptive set of defined practices that will dictate exactly how the ‘‘rhythm of life’’ is worked out. It must be flexible to each person’s stage of their spiritual journey and life circumstance.
4. Shared 

There seems to be enormous value for some people in the sense that they aren’t alone, but are committing to something alongside others. So it’s a shared commitment, but also a shared journey as we openly and honesty work together and seek to encourage, support and challenge one another.

5. Nurtured

A Rhythm of Life will only thrive if it is nurtured. There are two main ways we can do that.

a. one to one support.

A central part of taking on the ‘‘rhythm of life’’ would be having someone to meet with regularly (perhaps every six months) who will encourage and support us. We could see this person as a mentor/coach who will help us to work though the practicalities of how the ‘‘rhythm of life’’ applies to our own life and be there to encourage us, spur us on and help us to see our blind spots.
Some of us might already have someone like that and we could add this into the relationship we already have with them.

Others of use might want to set up something new. This isn’t a normal mutual ‘friendship’ but a place to receive.

Many might find that person outside of dream, but for others, we’ll have people within Dream who are available for that ‘rhythm of life’e.

b. tools

We’ll want to share tools across the network that we are finding helpful…
-We’ll have some simple cards teaching about each area of the ‘‘rhythm of life’’
-We are going to re-start Dream Lectio for reading the bible together as a  community.
-We’ll find ways for anyone in the network to share any ideas and tools that are helping them in their ‘‘rhythm of life’’.
6. Reviewed
Each year we need to review the ‘‘rhythm of life’’.

-To change the overall rule if we agree we’ve missed something, or the world we’re in is changing – for example if the economic crisis continued and deepened we might want to add something more specific about the unemployed..
-To each question annually if we want to re-commit to the ‘‘rhythm of life’’ for another year.
-To re-assess how want it to work out in own life over next year.

Process – what next?
1. We’d like as much comment and feedback as possible in the next few weeks. Talk about it in your dream groups. Email your thoughts, ideas and questions.
2. If there seem to be enough people who would like to explore further, Richard will draft a paper on a Dream Rhythm of Life by the end of November and circulate it both by email and hard copies to Dream groups for comments and feedback.

3. If there still seems to be enough will to go ahead, we’ll then aim to launch the Rhythm of Life in January for 2009.
We spent some time re-visiting the potential dangers and pitfalls and trying categorise them into four headings…
a. Misconceptions (it’s not really a problem just a misunderstanding)

b. Dangers to avoid (i.e. could e a problem, but can be avoided if we are careful)

c. Costs worth paying (i.e. something that could be costly but still worth it)

d. Reasons not to go ahead (the danger/problem means we shouldn’t continue)

It became clear that these four categories don’t just apply for us as an overall network but also individually. Someone may feel that one aspect of taking on a ‘‘rhythm of life’’ includes a cost worth paying, while for another their temperament or life circumstance means that for the moment at least it’s not for them.
Part of loving each other will be that those who want to adopt a ‘‘rhythm of life’’ and those who don’t both seek to encourage and support one another’s chosen direction.
And if in the end we decide not to go ahead with a Dream Rhythm of Life this whole process is still crucial because if makes us face those questions and decide how else we will then address them.

We closed the day by sharing bread and wine. 
