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To Build Up the Church: Discerning Spiritual Gifts
Close your eyes and imagine the scene as this scripture is read.
Matthew 15:21-28
21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just
then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, "Have
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon." 23 But
he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, "Send
her away, for she keeps shouting after us." 24 He answered, "I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel." 25 But she came and knelt before him, saying,
"Lord, help me." 26 He answered, "It is not fair to take the children's food and throw
it to the dogs." 27 She said, "Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall
from their masters' table." 28 Then Jesus answered her, "Woman, great is your faith!
Let it be done for you as you wish." And her daughter was healed instantly.
What do you notice about this scripture?

If those are the crumbs, what is the feast?
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We are children of God.
Through Christ, we are children of God, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.
Romans 8:14-17
14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 15 For you
did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a
spirit of adoption. When we cry, "Abba! Father!" 16 it is that very Spirit
bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if
children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if, in fact, we
suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.

The Blessing: Jewish parents draw their children close to them to bless them at
the table. As we see in the scriptures, God draws us close to bless us in Christ.

Ephesians 1: 3-14
3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us
in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 just as he chose
us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless
before him in love. 5 He destined us for adoption as his children through
Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, 6 to the praise of his
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glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 7 In him we have
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to
the riches of his grace 8 that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight 9
he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good
pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10 as a plan for the fullness of time, to
gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 11 In Christ
we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the
purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will,
12 so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the
praise of his glory. 13 In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth,
the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the
seal of the promised Holy Spirit; 14 this is the pledge of our inheritance
toward redemption as God's own people, to the praise of his glory.

God is not stingy with His children. There is no such thing as scarcity in the
Kingdom of God. We are all given all of the spiritual gifts.
Think of yourself as a garden. All the seeds of all the spiritual gifts are
planted in you and watered by your baptism. As in a garden, where different plants
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grow at different rates, so in your life you will see different spiritual gifts manifest at
different rates and different seasons.

In order to discern spiritual gifts, we must acknowledge the generosity of God and
identify the Holy Spirit associated with these gifts.

Spiritual gifts are about direction. They are meant to build up the church.
Properly directed gifts are the food that nourishes the Body of Christ. Christ
Himself is our food, when He gives us His flesh and blood, and this holy food is
embodied in those who participate in Him through the sacraments. Once you are
baptized into Christ and partake of His flesh and blood in the Eucharist, you are
part of the Body of Christ. The Holy Spirit works in you to direct your gifts to
nourish Christ among us, Christ in us. When Christians open themselves to
experience the fullness of God in Christ through the spiritual gifts, they begin to see
with their own eyes the truth, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the
world.” That is because Christ, whose Body we are, is in us. His presence in us is
made known through the gifts.
We hear about the proper direction of all our gifts during Eucharist, when we
hear the proclamation of the greatest commandments. “Love the Lord your God
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with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your
strength.” “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Spiritual gifts are thus best recognized
when they are directed in love toward God and neighbor.
There is another aspect in which the Eucharist is the proper place to start in
our exploration of spiritual gifts. Eucharist is the place where we give thanks, and
Christ is really present there. Thanksgiving and the presence of God are not merely
coincidental. In a profound way, we are trained to recognize the presence of Christ
only when we are humbly giving thanks. That humble thanksgiving in Christ’s
presence is the starting place and heart of discerning spiritual gifts.

Above all, spiritual gifts are manifestations of God’s power in the gift of the Holy
Spirit to believers. God has given us the Holy Spirit as gift. The Holy Spirit, along
with the Father and the Son, is God’s own self. We must take care to see that it is
God that God is giving us. The ancient Christians called the process of salvation,
“Theosis,” or sanctification, as a way of trying to express the magnitude of God’s
grace. Theosis means that God became human so that humans can be made divine
(“like God”). The Thrice Holy God wants to be in fellowship with us, so He makes
us holy, too.
The Holy Spirit, the sacraments, fellowship with the Body, the traditions and
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teachings of the church, the proclamation of the Gospel and the hearing of the
Word of God all contribute to making us holy. Spiritual gifts will grow best in an
environment strengthened by these sanctifying (holy-making) presences and
disciplines in our lives.
Spiritual gifts are manifestations of God’s power in the gift of the Holy
Spirit to the Church. When God gives, God gives us everything. The goal of all
spiritual gifts is to grow into “the full stature of Christ” (See Ephesians 4: 11-16).
! In Exodus, we hear how the Spirit gave people gifts to literally build God’s
dwelling place, the tabernacle. Now we are given the Spirit to build up the
Body of Christ, the incarnation of God’s fullness.
Above all, spiritual gifts will grow and manifest to those discerning when
the process of discernment starts with humble love of God and thanksgiving for
God’s generosity.
You cannot find a treasure if all you are looking for is a coin.
To start discerning, realize that our Father is generous. “It is the Father’s
good pleasure to give you the kingdom.”
When God gives, God gives us everything. In Jesus Christ, God has given us all
of the fullness of God. We see in Christ the love of the Father in the Holy-Spirit
anointed Incarnate Son. The goal of all spiritual gifts is to grow us into “the full
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stature of Christ” (See Ephesians 4: 11-16). Just as the early Christians spoke of
becoming like God, we now speak of growing into Christ through the practice and
direction of spiritual gifts.
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Exercise 1
Imagine yourself going to visit Jesus. Draw a picture of what you see. Include what
you would bring, what you would wear, and even the way you imagine posturing
your body.
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Exercise 1 Interpretation: The Way You Pray
Look at what you drew. It’s the way you pray most naturally, the way you already
know how to offer yourself to Christ.
Are you surprised by this?
This week, take time to pay attention to what you see in your drawing. Write about
it in your journal. Consider talking to your priest about it. Bring up the ideas with
trusted friends.
If you were holding yourself in a particular body posture, what does it mean to you?
Spend time praying that way this week.
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The Spirit Gives Life
God gives us everything when God gives us anything.
We have the fullness of God in Christ, and our goal is to grow into the fullness of
Christ. God loves us as a generous father loves a child. Spiritual gifts are the
direction of all that we have toward fullness of life in Christ.
Spiritual gifts are known by their direction. They are directed in love toward humans
and God, just as Christ shows us the fullness of love of humanity and divinity.
! In the previous exercise, we looked at how we pray most naturally. Were you
able to pray more easily this week? Did you learn anything new about yourself
or God in prayer?

God leads us by our joys and desires. To discern, we have to learn to see. We see in
the light of love, which is from God and is God.
Because God made us for communion with Himself, we have joy in God and
desire to be with God. As St. Augustine said, “You have created us for yourself, and
our heart is restless till it rests in You.” Even sin does not take this tendency away,
although our desires may be perverted.
! Sin as sickness: For most of the Church’s history, theologians have described
sin by analogy with sickness. God makes bodies healthy. Sickness does not
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have its own positive being, but may only be present as an absence of health.
So evil, or sin, does not have a positive being, but is only an absence of the
goodness or virtue that God has made, with which God gifts us, and into
which God calls us.
! Getting stuck: A lot of times we may get stuck in life because we think that
God is only telling us what not to do. We can get stuck thinking that not
doing what we know to be wrong is the best we can do in life. But God gives
us life. Spiritual gifts will show us the positive side of the equation.
Consequently, learning about spiritual gifts means learning about our own
freedom in God. Our exercises are to help you see how God’s freedom is
already at work in your life.
o Life ≠ Sin Sin is just a privation of life.
o Life = Love, Communion with God, Abundance, Good, Given in the
Spirit. Who can count all the blessings of God?
! What you love best is given for your healing and the healing of others. If it
is the case that sin is privation of good, like a sickness of our nature, love is
the medicine. When we act out of love, God is healing us. Practitioners of
healing prayer know that love is necessary for healing specifically, but it is also
broadly true that we need love to heal every ailment of our fallen condition.
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Spiritual gifts are known by the direction toward which they tend, not by whether
they fit a list.
A lot of approaches to spiritual gifts rely on inventories and lists. The problem
with that approach is that it fails to recognize that there are no limits to the work of
the Spirit in the Body of Christ, the Church, of which we are all members. The
mind of Christ we are to emulate is the mind of the one who “emptied Himself,”
sparing nothing in His self-giving in love to us, His Church purchased with His own
blood. Nonetheless, one may look to scriptures to get a sense of some of the gifts of
the Spirit.

Some ways to recognize the mention of spiritual gifts in scripture:
! Many places where God “gives” something to someone
! Many places where the “Spirit of ____” is given to someone
! Many places where “grace to” do something is given to someone
! Many places where gifts are mentioned in the epistles
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A cursory glance at the scriptures yields abundant mentions of specific gifts:
Craftsmanship

Prophecy

Teaching

Healing

Giving/generosity

Leadership

Mercy/compassion

Exhortation/encouragement

Service/ministry

Administration

Apostle/missionary

Discernment [of spirits]

Faith

Helps/assistance

Knowledge

Miracles

Tongues

Interpretation of tongues

Wisdom

Evangelism

Pastoring/shepherding

Celibacy

Hospitality

Voluntary poverty

Martyrdom/bearing witness

Interpreting dreams

Adoption as God’s children

Ability to follow God’s commands

Comfort

Priesthood (sacramental and royal)
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Exercise 2
Draw a picture of what you love to do best. If you’re not sure what you love best,
think about what you would prefer to do if you had an hour or two to use
completely at your discretion. (Pretend you are caught up on sleep. Rest is a gift God
gives us, but I’m asking for an answer beyond napping.) You may use words to
describe your picture if you’d like. It’s okay if more than one activity comes to mind.
Draw the first few that come to mind.
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Exercise 2 Interpretation: God at Work in You
Your spiritual gifts are at work when you do what you love the best.
Prayer for the week:
Loving Father, thank you for giving us the fullness of life in Christ by the power of
the Holy Spirit. Heal me this week as I ___________, and through my
_____________ing, heal also those I lovingly call to mind.
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Before we go further in discernment exercises, let’s look at some questions that often
arise in discerning spiritual gifts.

FAQs for Beginners:
What’s the difference between a gift and a talent?
A talent is a raw material, such as affinity for mathematics. Someone with a
talent for math may direct that talent using any number of spiritual gifts. For
instance, the gift of hospitality may direct the math talent toward architecting
hospitable spaces or measuring carefully to bake bread to share with friends.
A gift for teaching would employ the analytical skills of a mathematician to
breaking down complex ideas so that others may grasp them, whether those ideas
portend to scripture, holy living, or even math. Mathematicians manifesting a gift
for leadership may direct their talent to organizing groups of people. Others
expressing a gift for generosity may use skills with calculations to make the most of
financial or other resources to provide even more that may be given.
Since all of us may grow into all the fullness of Christ, we may at different
times use a single talent in line with different gifts.
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What are spiritual gifts NOT?
• They are not scarce.
o Christ said he would be with us always. That means that gifts in all
their abundance are still with us.
o Saints, or holy people, are still alive to God and can help us in our way.
They do not have a monopoly on spiritual gifts. See them as helpers
and friends, not weirdos with impossible standards.
• They are not weird (although we may be unfamiliar with the language).
o Most of the time, you practice a spiritual gift without thinking about it
or even noticing it. Something does not have to be unusual or strange
to be from God and a manifestation of God’s love.
• They are not spooky or psychic or meant to make you money.
o Spiritual gifts have nothing to do with spiritualism (seeking counsel
from and talking to the dead through mediums).
o What people call “psychic” may be a misuse of some spiritual gifts, but
psychic phenomena are not spiritual gifts. “Psychic” means “soul,” and
refers to perceptions motivated by a hungry soul. This is where
direction is important. Spiritual gifts will always build up, lead toward
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love of God and neighbor, and give honor to the Holy Spirit and Jesus
Christ Incarnate.
o Spiritual gifts are not to be exploited for money-making, though you
will employ them to some degree in your profession. People with a
spiritual gift for teaching who teach professionally, for instance, are
paid for their preparation and the work involved in teaching and
grading; they do not receive payment in order to grant people access to
God’s love expressed through teaching. People with a gift for discerning
others’ gifts likewise should never ask for payment in order to do so.
• They are not doled out only one or two per person.
o Some gifts will be stronger in you than others, but we are all here to
grow into the fullness of Christ.
• They are not just for your own private enrichment. Even if a gift is used
privately, such as praying in a personal prayer tongue, the gift is meant to
build up the whole Body of Christ.
• They do not stand alone.
o Spiritual gifts work together with each other, with our talents, life
situations, and maturity levels. This is because the source of every good
thing is the ongoing energy of the Holy Spirit in us, bearing spiritual
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fruits and building up Christ’s Body the Church through the gifts. A
teacher who is an administrator who prays by quilting and walking in
silence might at first appear different than a teacher who is a prophet
and prays in song and by writing. But they will both teach the same
God, through the same Spirit, and they will both bear good fruits.

Aren’t we just supposed to have one or two spiritual gifts?
We are all given the fullness of God in Christ Jesus, so all of us may manifest any or
all gifts of the Spirit as we grow in faith, hope, and especially love. That is why Paul
tells us to “strive for the greater gifts, and I will show you a still more excellent way.”
Any growth in the true love of God leads to increase in all the manifestations of the
Holy Spirit, for God is love.
He is not saying that God has rationed the gifts so that only a few may have
each. The Body of Christ would not be diminished by all healing or all prophesying
or teaching, so long as we were not doing so at the same time, in meetings with one
another. The Body of Christ is built up in love.
Many folks have interpreted Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts in I
Corinthians to mean that different gifts are given to different people to make sure
that we have to stick with one another out of dependence.
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The attitude in that approach is that I am humbled by my lack of a particular
gift and therefore will maintain fellowship with you, even if only grudgingly.
However, that is not what Paul is saying. We are to strive above all for love.
We would not be less in need of one another’s fellowship if we were all more
fully like Christ. It is not God’s stinginess or a dearth of gifts that humbles us, but
His generosity in giving us His own fullness in Jesus Christ our Lord. It is love at
work through our gifts and presence that builds up the Body.
We diminish ourselves by breaking fellowship with fellow members of
Christ’s Body because we deprive our eyes, our hearts, our bodies and souls of the
realization of the hope that God will be all in all. We must remain with one another
in order to love one another in the Church.
When we break fellowship, we delay the coming of the Kingdom.
But the generosity of God is not diminished by our weakness and corruption
of His grace with petty divisions. The more excellent way of love can heal even these
things.
Spiritual gifts are given according to the measure of the full stature of
Christ, that is, God’s total self-giving. There is no limit to the gifts God may give
all of us members in His Body. God’s love pours out in more ways than we can
list, and we will see abundant gifts when we grow in love.
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Case Study: Evangelism
If there’s one spiritual gift that people want to know about more than others, it’s
evangelism. Everyone seems to want to know how to tell the good news to others,
whether it’s to please their pastor or because the models of Christianity that have
been most visible in their lives are from professional evangelists. Even with a strong
and sincere sense of calling, many would-be evangelists get caught up in the desire to
do it right.
I have good news for you. Evangelism is not hard.
Evangelism is bearing witness to what you know of God.
Think about the evangelists in the Gospels. What did the Woman at the Well
(who tradition tells us was named Photini) say? She ran and called the whole town to
follow Jesus because he told her everything she’d ever done. She didn’t memorize a
formula or hand out a tract. She told them a story about how she met God.
If I asked you right now to tell me a story when you thought you noticed God,
I’m sure you could find one. It might be very unusual and personal, or it might be as
ordinary as the joy in your heart when a baby laughs. You might not even tell the
same story today as you would another day, because the Spirit might bring another
moment to mind another time.
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Once when I was asked to remember a moment when I met God, I talked about a halfeaten Snickers bar lying on the ground. Why? Because I learned about the love of Jesus
at a church camp after a skit where some teens had each put toothmarks in the
Snickers bar and tossed half of it behind them to the ground. I sat on the edge of
pavilion to hear about how Jesus loved me no matter what, and the light from the
pavilion made a halo around that half-eaten candy bar. I smile when I recall this and
tell people that God’s word was truly “sweeter than honey” to me that night!

The primary thing to remember with evangelism or any other spiritual gift is
that the Holy Spirit is everywhere present, filling all things, and energizes you always.
Your two hands in prayer, or your heart and your mind uplifted whether or not you
have hands, complete the circuit of this energy so that you shine as a light in the
world.
Did you know that when the scriptures say that the Spirit is “at work” within
us, that the Greek word is not the one for work, but for energy? That’s because the
Spirit gives life. Life in the Holy Spirit is dynamic and growing, like the sap in the
Vine. The Father is the Gardener, Jesus is the Vine, and we are the branches. We
abide in that Vine by the energy of the Holy Spirit.
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In the ancient church, the symbol of the Holy Trinity is the three angels that
came to visit Abraham and Sarah at Mamre. These angels are painted around a foursided table. Each of them has identical stature, face, and body, though they have
different clothing colors and postures and background so as to symbolically
represent the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. These similarities are meant to tell
us that we worship the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit equally as God, and that
they share in being, glory, and power. But they are also clothed differently so we
remember that we only know God in relationship. And that fourth side of the table?
That’s where we, the Church, sit. We are invited right up to the table of fellowship
with God Himself. (How’s that for a meal?!)
Now I told you all that to tell you this: The best thing you can do to build the
gift of evangelism (or any other gift) is to enter deeper into relationship with God
and the Church. Learn to trust and love God. Learn to love and forgive your
neighbors. Learn to remember that God is with you, with us, always. Once you come
to the realization that God truly loves you as much as He loves Himself –yes! That’s
YOUR seat at HIS table! – and that He truly loves each person the same as He loves
you, you will find yourself overflowing with moments to bear witness.
Besides specific instances, we also have overarching stories that we can tell,
called testimonies. Testimonies aren’t wordy. They’re stories, but there’s usually a
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nugget to them. “He told me everything I’ve ever done” was what caught St.
Photini’s attention. My testimony, for another instance, is, “He came and got me.”
If you want to tell the good news, it has to be as you received it. That means
that 1) You have to receive the good news and live by it, and 2) You have to find a
way to talk about it.
Growing up in what was often an abusive and oppressive environment, I
marveled at God’s condescending love that reached out to me. That’s why I would
likely say, “He came and got me.”
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Evangelism Exercise
Think about how a medieval artist would draw you. If you have a scroll or a speech
ribbon, what’s written on it? What object might you hold in your hand or be
positioned beside to tell the kernel of your story? Who or what is in the image with
you?
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Interpretation of Evangelism Exercise
What did you find out about yourself from the exercise?
Often, one’s encounter with God is so personal that putting it into words can
be a challenge. That’s one of the reasons I asked you to put it into pictures.
If you find that your testimony makes you feel too vulnerable, ask if that
vulnerability is also mixed with joy. If it’s not, you may need some time to heal
before you want to talk about your insights with anyone other than a trusted priest
or spiritual director. If it is mixed with joy but still makes you feel vulnerable – for
instance, if you have experienced a miracle that you think some people might not
believe – know that you don’t necessarily have to share that story with anyone
beyond a trusted spiritual advisor or close friends. You might also consider going –
literally- back to the drawing board, until you find the nugget of joy that you can
share without shame.
Now that you know your testimony, we can look at ways to share it. On the
next page, I’ve compiled a chart of types of evangelism. It might be more extensive
than others you’ve seen, but it’s not an exhaustive list. God might show you a still
more excellent way. Evangelism might look different in different lives, but it’s the
same Spirit!
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Sales model
-High pressure sale
-Must make a
decision now
-Confrontational
-Uses arguments
-Well-described in
Introverts in the
Church

Acts of
Transcendent
Beauty
-Music, art, dance,
theatre
-Draws people to
God

Excellence
(not just for
football players)
-Draws attention
to source of
excellence
-Virtue as a
common ground
with a further level
of development for
persons of faith

Acts of Mercy
-Red Cross
workers
-Free clinics
-Tending
immediate bodily
needs
-Crisis response

Listening and being
present
-Revealing image of
God in others by
listening for it
Divine intervention
-Visions
-Angels
-Miracles
-Prayers

Storytelling
-telling faith stories
and life stories that
feature faith

One on one
friendships

Reading and
Writing
-blogs and books
and articles
-discussing

Teaching

Hospitality
-welcoming
-feeding
-clothing
-sheltering
Parenting
-Raising children
in the faith

Preaching
-Declaring good news
of Jesus Christ
within the liturgical
body or as an
extension of the
liturgy into the world

Liturgical acts
-processions
-church year
observation
-services

Seeking justice
-Restorative justice
that seeks to
respect the dignity
of every human
being

Forgiveness
-One of the most
powerful ways to
open the way of
God to another

What are some other ways you might bear witness to God’s presence? Remember:
God’s presence with us is the Kingdom of God!
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Now About That Church: Exercises for Further Discernment
You’ve had a few exercises that mostly focused on your personal life with God. To go
further, you will have to team up with other Christians. This is good, since we are all
at the Table, in the loving relationship with God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
together in the Church.
For the next few exercises, if you are taking a workshop that I am leading, I
will ask you to work with people at your table. If not, seek out a prayer partner or
friend from church or Bible study to work with.
If you are not in a workshop with me, but are using this booklet on your own,
know that I bring Orthodox Christian holy icons for the workshop. Some that you
might like to look up are The Holy Trinity [search for “Rublev Trinity icon”], Jesus
the Vine [search for “Orthodox icon Jesus Vine”], The Woman at the Well St.
Photini [search for “St. Photini icon”], the Holy Protection of Mary the Theotokos
[search for “Theotokos holy protection icon”]. I’ll say more about the Theotokos
later, but the short version of why you’d want to look to Mary the Mother of God as
an example is because she bore God Himself as fruit, so there is no one on earth
more able to show us how to be with God than she –you will know them by their
fruits!
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Exercise 4
Imagine yourself leaving a party with Jesus. You are going to visit friends, and Jesus is
sending something for them with you. Draw a picture of yourself. What are you
carrying? How are you dressed? Are you saying something? Doing something?
Thinking something? How do you greet your friends? Where are you walking?
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Exercise 4 Interpretation: What We Bring Others
When we ask God to show us what He would have us bring to others, we can see the
growing edge of spiritual fruits (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, gentleness, self-control) being born in our lives as well as the spiritual
gifts that are activated in community. It’s often difficult to discern gifts in isolation,
but when you see the source (Jesus) and the sharers (others), you can spot them more
easily.
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Exercise 5
Imagine that a friend or someone at the table that you know has just come from
visiting Jesus. What are they carrying? How do they look? How do speak to you? How
are they dressed? Take some time to draw or write down what you imagine.
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Exercise 5 Interpretation: What God Sends You
As a corollary to the previous exercise, how do you see God energizing the person
you imagined? How does this person build you up? What hints do you see about
what they might have as prayer resources or deep practices that engage them with
God’s presence?
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Exercise 6: The Broader Community
Think about the people in your daily life. What do you notice about them? How do
you feel after talking with them?
1. They may be expressing a spiritual gift positively or negatively, depending on
how they are directing the gift.
a. For instance, someone who almost always seems to know exactly how to
hurt your feelings may be misusing a gift for mercy and encouragement.
Someone who is frequently critical of teachers and speakers may resent
himself/herself for not following his/her own calling to teach or lead.
2. You may open yourself and those around you to a fuller expression of the
spiritual gifts by accepting and giving love and grace.
a. We must all confess our sins and receive the forgiveness and grace of
God (and maybe others) in order for the Spirit to grow gifts in us.
Asking forgiveness humbles us. Receiving forgiveness opens us to
receive the love of God.
b. By forgiving others in the name of Jesus Christ and loving them as they
are, we are exercising the gift of grace given to all believers.
c. Grace is contagious, and we spread it through forgiveness.
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Grow In Grace: Pitfalls to Avoid as You Answer God’s Call
All the gifts of the Spirit have as their highest aim the acquisition of the love of
God. The remainder of this guidebook will focus on habits and exercises to
incorporate into your daily life, as well as providing a list of scriptural references for
you to study in your preferred translation. (Because many versions of the Bible are
copyrighted, I have not quoted these passages in their fullness, though they are vital
to the understanding I have laid out here.) But first, let’s go over some common
pitfalls on the road, in hopes that we can avoid them.
Answering God’s Call
Here are some pitfalls to life in the freedom of the children of God, and how to
avoid them.
• Be careful not to think that a particular gift must be manifest in you to prove
that you have faith. Some have seen tongues or prophecy or a call to preach
or teach as definitive signs of God’s favor and therefore of genuine faith. But
spiritual gifts are about direction, direction in and by the love of God revealed
in Jesus Christ.
• When a gift is misdirected, it can wreak havoc in your life and the lives of
those around you.
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• The good news is that there’s a way to redirect a gift that’s being misdirected.
Repentance and thanksgiving are the way forward. Notice how penitence and
thanksgiving mirror the Eucharistic movement (the movement of the
Communion service of thanks and receiving God). When we repent and
thank God, we move toward offering ourselves and our world to God so that
all that is offered may be made holy.

Holy Images and Pornography: An Exercise and a Common Pitfall
Exercise 7
Notice the images that appeal to you, especially in holy scripture or holy icons, but
also in church and art generally. What about the images is meaningful to you?
Examining these images can often help us understand how God is healing and
growing us.
The Pitfall
However, our imaginations have often been trained to turn away from this
holy way of thinking. That is because we live in a culture saturated with pornography
–whether the pornography of empty sexuality or the pornography of violence.
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Pornography is not in any way helpful to a Christian. That is because it is the
imagery of life without meaning, life without the Resurrection, life without holiness
or love.
All gifts may be perverted away from their proper end. Attraction to
pornography is a shadow, or inverted, form of powerful spiritual impulses. Often
those who are attracted to pornography are subverting a profound gift for
intimacy in prayer with God. This should bring hope to you or those you know
who have struggled with pornography, because the path to healing is the path of
fullness of life.
1. Here is a closer look at which gifts are being turned the wrong way, or what
you miss out on by misdirecting toward pornography rather than the image of
God in Christ:
a. Sacramentality: The person may have a gift for making God’s presence
known in the body.
b. Presence of God: The person may have a gift for experiencing God’s
presence intimately.
c. Matthew 5:8: The person may have been given the gift of purity of
heart, the ability to will one thing which is loving God, for “blessed are
the pure in heart for they will see God.”
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2. Iconography is the good from which pornography has fallen away. Holy icons
are witnesses to the Incarnation and Theosis, our salvation that is “becoming
like God”.
a. Praying with holy icons will be an immense help in healing.
b. Consider praying with an icon of the Holy Theotokos (Mary the
Mother of God), who can help you to understand the proper way to see
men and women as the image of God. This is because she has been the
closest human to God besides Christ the GodMan. Since all are alive
with God, asking her for prayers is no stranger than asking another
Christian to pray for you. But in her case, she has a true inside
knowledge on dwelling with God’s presence and overcoming evil.
c. Talk with your priest about concerns or thoughts with venerating icons
or the temptation to pornography.

Grow in Grace: Habits to Grow You in Love
Habit 1
Once you begin to see a gift in yourself, practice giving thanks to God for it. When
we accept gifts with thanksgiving, we are offering them to God. Rather than worry
over whether you will properly direct a gift, thank God for it:
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• Because the gift is an expression of God’s love.
• Because the gift is a sign of God’s presence in your life and the life of the
Church.
• Because the gift has helped you in particular instances.
• Because through the gift, you are experiencing the fruits of the Spirit, such as
an increase of joy.
Habit 2
Read passages in the prayers and scripture about God the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit bestowing gifts. See if any stand out to you, give you a sense of joy, or come to
mind in the hours or days after you read about them.
• Should such passages come to mind, ask why in prayer. Talk to your priest about
it. Then ask friends how they see the gifts reflected in your life.
• This applies to any scripture, but especially to those specifically gift-related.
Habit 3
Pay attention to the songs or phrases from favorite hymns that come to mind. Do
any of them seem to resonate with you? Ask why and record your thoughts in writing
or drawing.
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Habit 4
Give yourself a regular time when you can pray alone. What is the posture of your
prayer? Do you dance? Sing? Are your hands uplifted? Are you sitting? Kneeling?
Bowing? Prostrating? What does that say to you about the way you experience the
presence of God?
• You may find that the way you pray reflects the way God is most manifest in your
life. Do not neglect to pray in the ways you feel led, as God is strengthening you
through those prayers.
• If you are a garden and the seeds are the spiritual gifts given to everyone, and
baptism is the water that makes them grow, prayer is the sunshine and
repentance the weeding.
Habit 5
Do not neglect to pray corporately, where God shines most brightly upon the
Church gathered as the Body of Christ and prepares us to receive more grace.
Habit 6
Some people have been given a particularly strong expression of the gift for
discernment. Those people often see others’ gifts as though they were obvious. Seek
the counsel of these persons, particularly your priest or pastor, spiritual father or
mother, or trusted elders in the church.
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Selected Scriptural Texts for Reference and Further Study
Exodus 35: 30-35
Isaiah 11:1-9
Isaiah 50: 4-5
Isaiah 61:1-3
Ezekiel 11:14-21
Ezekiel 18:30-32
Ezekiel 36:25-38
Daniel 5: 10-29
John 3: 22-36
John 14:25-27
John 16: 7-15
Acts 2:37-41
Acts 20:28-32
Ephesians 4:7, 11-16
Romans 8: 10-16
James 1:5
I Peter 2: 4-12
I Corinthians 12-14
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