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21 Questions1: The Spiritual Life    Sunday, 9/9/18 

1 Christian author Evelyn Underhill wrote this of American Christianity in the early 

20th century: “So many Christians are like deaf people at a concert. They study the program 

carefully, believe every statement made in it, speak respectfully of the quality of the music, 

but only really hear a phrase now and again. So they have no notion at all of the mighty 

symphony which fills the universe, to which our lives are destined to make their tiny 

contribution, and which is the self-expression of the Eternal God.”2 In other words, there’s a 

great deal more to spiritual reality than we even begin to appreciate. If that was true in 1936, 

I imagine it’s even more true today. How many of the activities, rituals, and even songs that 

we associate with Christianity are simply accumulated tradition and habit versus a means by 

which we grow in our love for God? We were made, gifted, and called for so much more 

than just going through the motions of being the church. Each of us was made with a basic 

need to grow in our knowledge and love God, and so everything that we’re about in this life 

vitally depends on the answer to one question: “Is Jesus real to me?”  

As we kick off the fall church season today, we’re exploring the most essential 

ingredients of what it means for us to be Jesus followers in the 21st century. And to do that, 

we’ll be using 21 questions that John Wesley first used in the 1700’s, long before the 

Methodist movement swept across England and eventually the world! Sounds crazy, right? 

Can 20th century Christians like Evelyn Underhill and wig-wearing clergy like John Wesley 

really have anything to say to us today about how to draw close to God? You’ll be surprised 

at how timeless their observations and questions truly are.  

“Can I be trusted? Am I enjoying prayer? Did the Bible live in me today?” We’re 

rediscovering the purpose and value found in taking the time to stop and reflect on our 

spiritual journeys. We’re challenging ourselves to follow Evelyn Underhill’s most basic of 

all spiritual advice: “Try to arrange things so that you can have a reasonable bit of quiet 

every day.”3 Wesley’s 21 questions will help us to use that quiet to be specific, to be honest, 

and to challenge ourselves to grow spiritually. You’ll find in the card holders on the back of 
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the pews a list of Wesley’s 21 questions that you can take home and use during this season 

of spiritual growth. Use it as a bookmark in your Bible, put it on the kitchen table for a 

family conversation over breakfast or dinner, or put it on the nightstand by your bed. My 

prayer is that by the end of our series, each of us can say that Jesus is more real to us than 

ever. 

2 We’re beginning our series today looking not at the individual questions, but at the 

big picture, the nature of the spiritual life. It’s becoming more and more common for people 

to say that they’re “spiritual” but not religious. What does it mean to be spiritual? What does 

it mean to be religious? And what do spirituality and religiosity have to do with Jesus being 

real to us? 

For some people, spirituality and religion conjures up images like this robed friar with 

a tonsure, that peculiar shaving off of the top of the hair. Strange haircuts, strange ways of 

dressing, dour expressions, and lives of poverty are just some of the stereotypes of the 

spiritual and religious life. Even as a pastor in the 21st century church in America, I’ve had 

more than one person react with surprise when I tell them that, “No, United Methodist 

pastors are not required to take a vow of poverty.” You’ll be relieved to know that it’s also 

not a requirement for joining this church! Evelyn Underhill once observed that “you don’t 

have to be peculiar to find God.”4 And that’s true. Each of us was made with the capacity and 

purpose to do just that- find and draw close to the heart of God. I like Pastor Adam 

Hamilton’s definition of the Christian spiritual life as “our relationship with, our experience 

of, and our being shaped by God into the human beings God intends us to be.”5 All of us are 

spiritual beings, whether we claim to be “spiritual” or not, whether the relationship with God 

is one-sided or not. 

Religion, or religiosity, has to do with the ways in which we order and live out our 

spirituality. We need both spirituality and religiosity, because it’s our religious practices that 

draw us out of our spiritual solitude and allow us to become the hands and feet of Jesus in 

this world. A spiritual person without religion is like a person who knows how to write but 

never does, or a person who can describe every imaginable swimming stroke but has never 
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once actually been a swimmer. Perhaps an even better analogy might be someone who has 

written an entire bookshelf of manuals on teamwork, but never once worked with another 

person. We are all spiritual beings, in some sort of relationship with God, and our religion is 

what gives us the structure- the method, if you will- to live out our spiritual lives as the body 

of Christ in this world.  

Still think that all this God stuff is only for monks and nuns and monasteries? Listen 

to how the Apostle Paul described the spiritual life in Romans 12. I’m reading the Message 

paraphrase. 

{Read Romans 12:1-2 (MSG)}. 

3 Meet Saint Ignatius of Loyola from the 1500’s. See that red circle around his head? 

You might get the idea from paintings like these that truly spiritual people have halos around 

their heads. The truth is, all the so-called saints of the world got out of bed and got dressed 

like anyone else. In fact, the reason we don’t make a big deal about saints in the United 

Methodist Church is that we believe that every Christian believer is in fact a saint, called and 

equipped for the ministry of carrying the forgiving love of God to all people. I bring this 

particular saint to your attention today because he’s the one credited with this practice of 

asking daily spiritual questions, what are known as the examen, as in, examination. The 

examen’s most basic feature is in reviewing the day past while asking God to reveal the day 

to you from God’s perspective, what Dennis Hamm refers to as “Rummaging for God: 

Praying Backwards through your day.”6 One popular modern form of the examen is as 

simple as asking yourself, “What did I most appreciate about this past day? What did I least 

appreciate about it?” 

Wesley’s 21 questions are a variation of this same spiritual discipline, with an 

important caveat. While much of the examen has typically emphasized gratitude, Wesley’s 

questions are clearly rooted in identifying ways in which we’ve fallen short of God’s best: 

“When did I last speak to someone else about my faith? Do I pray about the money I spend? 

Did I disobey God in anything?” Wesley struggled in his life with appreciating that salvation 

comes through faith, and not by works, and many of us live with that same struggle today. It 
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is important to for us to become aware of the ways we need to grow, but don’t allow the 

examen to become a millstone around your neck, a confirmation that you’re a failure. 

Instead, take the advice of Evelyn Underhill: “Every minute you are thinking of evil, you 

might have been thinking of good instead. Refuse to pander to a morbid interest in your own 

misdeeds. Pick yourself up, be sorry, shake yourself, and go on again.”7 The Christian 

spiritual life is, above all else, one of joyful surrender to God’s Spirit. Never let a human 

shortcoming, yours or those of another, rob you of that joy! Perhaps it would be a good idea 

to leaven each of Wesley’s questions that you ask yourself with an equal amount of time 

giving thanks to God for something that went right. 

4 Evelyn Underhill wrote, “God is acting on your soul all the time, whether you have 

spiritual sensations or not.” Do you believe that? John Wesley struggled with doubt and 

feelings of spiritual failure for years before finally having his famous “heart strangely 

warmed” experience, a feeling of assurance that God loved him and accepted him, not for 

what he did but for what Jesus did. Some of us have had similar experiences, spiritual 

mountain tops where we were certain that we stood in God’s presence and favor. But none 

of us live long on that mountain top. For some of us, it’s been a long time since we’ve stood 

there. For others of us, we’re still waiting. Spiritual feeling are certainly something welcome 

and assuring, but they’re not at the core of what the spiritual journey is all about. The good 

news is that wherever you’re at in your spiritual journey, whether you have spiritual feelings 

or not, you can count on one thing: God is in relationship with you, wanting nothing more 

than to draw you close and shape you into the person you were made to be that you might 

share the joy of following in the footsteps of Jesus with everyone you meet. 

Your challenge this week is to take home the 21 Questions flyer and put it somewhere 

you’ll see it. Then pick a time, either in the morning or the evening, to review one or more 

questions as they relate to the previous day. I suggest you resist the urge to time-travel too 

far back, because you truly can get lost in your long history of disappointments and failures. 

Instead, ask God to reveal to you one specific way in which you can grow as it relates to one 

of these questions. And don’t forget to thank God for all that was right about your day. 
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