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Acknowledgement: 

Gary Thomas – Sacred Pathways 

 



Sacred Pathways – Handout  

When do you feel most connected with God? Think of a time, place or activity where felt the 

presence of God in a special or fulfilling way – when you thought – yes this captures me and God.  

When do you feel least connected with God? Think of a time, place or activity that seems to 

automatically send up barriers between you and God.  

We all desire to feel the presence of God in our lives in some way – to feel connected to God. Yet 

more than we realise our personality, our particular church tradition and our current life situation 

influences significantly how we approach, relate and worship our God.  

 

Which side of the continuum do you prefer in your approach to God or maybe you’re in the 

middle? Mark an “X” on the continuum: 

Intellectual <—————————————————–> Experiential 

 

Structured <—————————————————–> Spontaneous 

 

Solitude <—————————————————–---> Community 

 

Sacred pathways…describes the way we relate to God, experience him” 

Gary Thomas wrote a book called Sacred Pathways  - it is based on the premise that there are 

different ways we can connect with God that are in tune with who God has created us to be. He 

identified 9 different styles of relating to God – or pathways – that reflect different personalities.   

 

 

 

Activists: Loving God through Confrontation 

Activists “serve a God of justice”.  They see worship as living against evil and calling sinners to repent.  They 

focus on living truth and confronting injustice to change society. They are energised in their life and faith by 

action and coming together with others to advance a righteous and just cause.  

Activity – discuss John 4.34, what is one project or cause you are pursuing at the moment – inspire each other 

in ways you can further the cause   

CAUTIONS 

Activists tend to see the world and its issues in ‘black and white’ “…The world must observe that, when we 

must differ with each other as true Christians, we do it not because we love the smell of the bullfight, but 

because we must for Christ’s sake.”  

“The church has frequently had an uneasy relationship with activists and prophets. We fondly remember those 

who have died, but often loathe those who are still living.”  

The ‘shadow-side’ to this temperament shows itself in arrogance, tactlessness, running roughshod over others, 

not waiting for God or seeking discernment.  

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

Psa. 7; 68; 10; Pr. 24:11-12; Ezek. 33:1-20; 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. What issues make God angry? 

2. Think of the last social or Christian cause you were involved in. Did it draw you closer to God? In what 

ways? Was there anything about it that pulled you or others away from God? Explain. 

3. How do your activities fit into your worship of God? 

4. How do you feel when you are working for a cause and other Christians don’t seem interested in it, or, 

even when they are interested, don’t do anything to help? Are you able to resolve these feelings? How 

do you do this? What other things might you do? 

5. Is your current church involvement one in which you can use your activism? What would you like to see 

different? What would you like to try? 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Consider God’s faithfulness in spite of so much that is undone in the world. Consider His great patience. 

He is working even when we see no evidence of it. Don’t give up.  

• Ponder 1 Peter 2:21-23 - what is the ultimate way God confronts injustice?  

• Seek to develop tact, gentleness, persuasiveness, true love for others. Seek a mentor.  

• Invest energy in: producing and transmitting literature; social reform; “marches”; prayer walks; food 

pantries. Be creative.  

• Thoroughly research any activity before joining it. Ask God for wisdom first. Seek counsel, confirmation 

and accountability.  

• Develop your ability for self-examination and contemplation of God 



Ascetics: Loving God in Solitude and Simplicity 

Ascetics “live a fundamentally internal existence”.  They connect with God in solitude, in the quiet and with 

prayer, fasting and self-denial.  They love to live simple lives, to get away from the distractions of life and even 

church services to find space and silence to relate to God. Ascetics live a fundamentally internal existence.  

Activity – withdraw to a quiet place to pray and reflect on Psalm 84, fast for the afternoon  

CAUTIONS 

An ascetic will need to be intentional in seeking out other Christians with whom to fellowship. We need 

feedback from our brothers and sisters to be able to see ourselves clearly. See also cautions on 

contemplatives. 

Ascetics can be tempted to overemphasise personal piety and to try and win God’s favour or forgiveness 

through acts of holiness  

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

Num. 6; Isa. 64:6; Dan. 9:3; Joel 1:13-14; 2:12; Zech. 7:1-10; Mt. 4:1; 6:5-6, 16-17; 14:13, 22-23; Mt. 26:36-39; 

Mk. 1:35; 6:30-32; 14:32-36; Lk. 22:39-46; Jn. 17 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. What does “solitude” mean to you? Can you find this even when you are with a group of people? Explain 

how you do that.  

2. What does “austerity” mean to you? How do you incorporate it into your life? 

3. What does “discipline” look like in your life? In what ways does it satisfy you?  Where would you like to 

experience more of it? 

4. What are ways you connect with those around you? How satisfying are those connections? Would you 

like to improve/increase them? Why or why not? How might you change your interactions to make them 

more satisfactory?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Worship in the quiet of the night; rise in the early morning for prayer and worship  

• Practice silence – attend a silent retreat, participate in a silent meal  

• Fast; do physical labour as an act of worship  

• Practice obedience – ask God to reveal any rebellious attitudes  

• Simplify your life – clean a closet, have a yard sale, cull your books and papers  

• Look for ways and places to include others in your life and make it a point to worship regularly in a 

fellowship of believers 

 

 

 

Caregivers: Loving God by Loving Others 

Caregivers “serve God by serving others”.  They see Jesus in the needy and their faith is built up by interacting 

with other people in a life of service. Caring for others is energizing and they love God by loving others through 

service.  

Activity – consider Psalm 84 and how God cares for you, write notes of encouragement to someone, find a 

way to serve someone on your team  

CAUTIONS 

“Caregiving as a temperament means we express our love to God by reaching out to others; it’s the picture of 

a heart overflowing with love and spilling out onto those around us. Caregiving as a disease is actually an act of 

taking; it’s an act of deception, loving others so that they will love or need us in return.”  

There is the risk that caregivers can ignore or neglect their own family always putting others first.  

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

Esther. 2:11; 4:1; 4:13-14; 8:7-8; Ezek. 16:49; Story of the Good Samaritan; I John 3:14,17; Phil. 2:4; Heb. 6:10; 

Jas. 1:27; I Pet. 4:9-10; Mt. 25:35-36; Jas. 1:27 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. What are some of the ways in which you have served others? What motivated you to help them? 

2. What “return” (positive or negative) do you receive when you help others? These can be spiritual, 

emotional, etc. 

3. How do you feel about people who are not actively ministering to the poor, sick, etc.? 

4. Do you ever minister to others out of your own need? Or because you feel you have to? Or don’t know 

how to say, “No”? Contrast that experience with a time when you freely helped someone out of a desire 

to minister to him/her. 

5. Think about your relationships. Do you have relationships with people who do not “need” you? If not, 

how might you begin to develop friendships outside your circle of ministry?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• “Adopt” someone – neighbourhood child or elderly person; open your home to students 

• Help a friend through a crisis  

• Help a family member, friend, or neighbour that has a need – paint, clean, etc  

• Volunteer on a rescue squad, work in a soup kitchen  

• Provide a meal to a person or family in need   

 

 

 

 



Contemplatives: Loving God through Adoration 

Contemplatives see God in “images of a loving Father and Bridegroom.”  They seek simply to love God deeply, 

intimately and enjoy contemplating the beauty and wonder of God. They love and connect with God through 

adoration, prayer, song, acts of devotion – love the Lord with all you heart, soul and strength.  

Activity – withdraw to a quiet place, read and reflect on Psalm 84, pray through the psalm, write God a love 

letter  

CAUTIONS  

“Healthy contemplatives will understand that rich human relationships are a way to enjoy God’s love, just as is 

solitary and intimate prayer. …God can reveal Himself to us just as much in a conversation with a fellow 

believer as He can when we are on our knees in prayer.”  

“Some forms of contemplation wander from the folds of orthodox Christianity…we should beware of any 

meditation that calls our ego to somehow be absorbed into God rather than talking about relating to God.” 

“Contemplatives must move beyond mere meditation…to an alignment of our will and obedience into 

conformity with Christ.”  

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

Psa. 63; 116; 73; Song of Songs; Isa. 41; 49; 59; 61; Jer. 2:2; Mt. 26: 6-13; Luke 10:38-42; John 14-17 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. When do you feel most loved by God? In what tangible ways does He show His love to you? 

2. Do you ever lose the sense of God’s presence? What happens to you then – in your emotions? In your 

spirit? What do you do to restore that sense? 

3. What is your favourite way to picture God? Are there any images of God that you find difficult to 

contemplate? Why do you think that is? Ask God to show you something about that. 

4. What words come to mind when you think of God? Make a list of all the words and phrases you can think 

of to express your praise to Him.  

5. How do you usually approach God? Do you ever feel fear? What might that be about? Talk with the 

Father about it and write down His response  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Make use of the Jesus prayer (Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner) or some other 

prayer (Make haste to help me.) Purpose: to practice the presence of God, reminding ourselves that 

Jesus is Lord, we are sinners, we need His mercy.  

• Practice secret acts of devotion – do for someone else without letting anyone else know about it.  

• Carry a pocket piece – something tactile to remind you who you serve, e.g. a small cross.  

• Meditative Prayer – this is prayerful reflection of a biblical text or theme, use of something you can see, 

taste, touch, hear or smell. (Lecto Divina; placing yourself in the passage)  

 

 

Enthusiasts: Loving God with Mystery and Celebration 

Enthusiasts love “excitement and mystery in worship…joyful celebration.”  They want to experience, feel and 

be moved by God. If their hearts aren’t moved or engaged they find that something is missing in their 

relationship with God. They don’t just want to know or understand they want to experience, feel and celebrate 

God through worship, community prayer, creativity with an expectancy that God will be present. 

Activity: Read Psalm 84, use your imagination to put yourself into the scene when you are reading the psalm. 

Try to understand how the participants were feeling, thinking, acting. Pray out loud, write a poem, sing a song  

CAUTIONS  

“The necessity of maturity will probably lead virtually every enthusiast through (the) canyon of unanswered 

prayer, where expectancy runs dry and the only mystery seems to be where God is hiding.”  

The danger of pursuing the experience for experience sake; not an authentic e or deep encounter with God.  

“Just because we feel good during a time of worship doesn’t mean we have offered up our will in an 

appropriate manner…just because we feel down or ‘flat’ doesn’t mean we aren’t effectively worshiping God.”  

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

I Chron. 13:8; 15:16; 16; II Chron. 29:26; Luke 19:37-40; Acts 16:25; Eph. 5:18-19; Acts 3:7; I Cor. 14:40; Acts 

8:9-24  

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. Think about unanswered prayer in your life. To what do you attribute this? How do you respond when 

God says, “Wait.”  

2. What are you expecting/wanting from God right now. Talk with Him about it. What does He tell you? 

3. In what ways does God speak to you in your daily life? What forms does it take? What does He say? How 

do you react? 

4. How do most like to celebrate God? What are some other ways you might like to experiment with? 

5. How do you feel when others around you don’t sing at all or sing softly throughout a song service, don’t 

raise their hands or move at all during worship? 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Find a passage that talks about God and pray it out loud, moving around the room.  

• Incorporate worship music into your daily time with God  

• Keep track of your dreams. Write down any that seem significant. The meanings should be fairly obvious 

to you. Talk with someone about them.  

• Spend time just listening to God. Write down what you hear Him saying.  

• Cultivate the mystery of expectancy: ask God to bring someone in your path to whom you can minister; 

start a conversation with a stranger. 

 

 



Intellectuals: Loving God with the Mind 

Intellectuals like to study ideas, theology and “live in the world of concepts.”  For them faith is to “be 

understood as much as experienced.” They may feel closest to God when they understand something new 

about God.  

Activity – read Psalm 84, what does the passage say? What is the context, the audience? What more do you 

want to know about this passage? How can you pursue your questions?  

CAUTIONS  

Don’t become a lover of controversy – there is a line between which we stop teaching and start arguing 

Ideas can become something we hide behind in order to avoid action  

We are to remain humble in regards to our knowledge, avoiding pride and arrogance  

Knowledge and ideas are to lead us to worship and encountering God – they are not an end in themselves  

SCRIPTURES  

Deut. 33:10; I Ki. 4:29-34; Psa. 49; Pr. 1:5-7; 2:3-4; 4:7; Mt. 22:37; 1 Cor. 13: 2-3; 1 Tim. 1:3-7; 6;4,5; 2 Tim. 

2:23-25; Titus 3:9-11; Luke 2: 46-47, 52; James 3:1  

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. How thankful are you for your intellectual capacity? How do you express this and to whom? 

2. In what ways have you applied your intellectual understanding of the Gospel to the service of others? In 

what other ways could you do so? 

3. What are some of the most exciting discoveries you have made about God recently? How have they 

influenced your worship times? 

4. What most annoys you about other styles of worship? Ask God for His perspective on this? What does He 

say to you? 

5. How do you react to the statement, “worship is God revealing Himself to You, not You discovering God”?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Invest in biblical study: reading through Scripture; meticulous study of portions of Scripture 

• Read books that help stimulate and challenge your thinking - books on the Bible, theology, on church 

history, the church, mission, ethics etc  

• Do an in-depth study of one topic  

• Listen to teaching tapes/CDs while driving  Study the seven basic topics in systematic theology: God, 

humankind, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the Church, eschatology, and revelation 

• Read and respond to blogs that relate to areas of interest  

 

 

Naturalist: Loving God Out of Doors  

Naturalists are moved by creation to worship God.  They believe nature clearly points to God.  Creation 

prompts them to worship.  They prefer to be outdoors and are inspired by the wonder and beauty of nature to 

pray, to reflect on who God is. They believe that looking at the ordinary helps to reveal some of the mystery of 

God.  

Activity – take some time to go outdoors to walk and pray in nature – perhaps make available a piece of 

Scripture, or a reading to help people reflect  

CAUTIONS 

Always turn the focus of attention back to God and be aware of the temptation to idolise the creation 

 

“Make sure we are not using creation to escape the duties of Christian living.”  

 

Be aware to test all things that come to us as a result of meditating or on a walk with God in nature  

 

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER  

Psa. 29; 23; 84; Isa. 41:17-19; Mark 6:31-32; Jn. 4:35; 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. Where and when do you feel closest to God? 

2. How is worship different for you when you are inside listening to speakers, etc. and outside enjoying 

nature? 

3. What could you do (where could you go) that would help you worship more deeply on a regular basis? 

4. How do you balance the need for natural beauty and quiet with the command to be in community? What 

kinds of community activities are satisfying to you spiritually and emotionally?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Take times throughout the day to look out the window and praise God as creator and for his creation  

• Regularly go for a walk, cycle or run in the outdoors and pray while you do it 

• If you have a garden or if you don’t find a quiet spot in a park to read Scripture and pray  

• Find a poster, photo or painting of nature that inspires you and if you don’t have the outdoors available 

spend time praying, listening to worship music the image to remind you of God as creator  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sensates: Loving God with the Senses 

Sensates “want to be lost in the awe, beauty, and splendour of God”.  Sights, sounds, and smells are all part of 

worship.  They use the five senses to delight in God. They are inspired and moved to draw near to God by 

soaring spires, through music, incense, candles, art, creativity – their senses are the road to their hearts.  

Activity – read through Psalm 84, take an object and use it to help you reflect on the psalm, perhaps draw a 

picture in response to the psalm, play some music as well  

CAUTIONS 

A sensate needs to use discernment when listening to beautiful music, looking at beautiful art, participating in 

sensually fulfilling worship. Not all that is beautiful is of God. Don’t deprive yourself of corporate worship just 

because the building or music or form of the service isn’t beautiful to you.  

Senses can deceive - sometimes we confuse the emotion we feel with true worship.  

SCRIPTURE TO PONDER  

Rev. 8:24; Deut. 6:5; Ezra 1:1-3; 1:26,27; 3:12,13; 43:3; Psa. 45:1; Mal. 1:11; Luke 7:36-38; Rev. 1:10, 13-17; 

Rev. 4. 

taste: Psa. 34:8; I Pet. 2:3; touch: I Sam. 10:26; Mt. 14:36; Lk. 5:12-13; 24:39; look: Lk. 24:39; Jn. 1:36; 4:35; 

19:37; Rev. 5:6; I Sam 16:7; hear: Deut. 30:20; Psa. 96; 147; 140; 150; Isa. 3:9; John 10:27; Jas 1:19; smell: Psa. 

141:2; 2 Cor. 2:16; Eph 5:2; speak Psa. 34:1; ;119: 171; Isa 6:15 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. How do you feel when you are worshipping in a plain, unadorned church? How does it affect your ability 

to focus on God? 

2. Have you been in a service that incorporated incense? an orchestra or pipe organ? ritual dance? 

processions of banners or crosses? other? How is your worship experience enhanced or hindered by 

these sensory additions to the worship service? 

3. Have you yourself participated in dance or some other physical expression during a worship service? 

How did it affect your whole worship experience? 

4. How does having something to touch, smell, look at or listen to affect your personal worship time?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Listen to worship-producing music – move or dance to the sound of music  

• Absorb worship-producing art, create art in response   

• Sing scripture  

• Create a worship space for yourself: light a candle, set out meaningful articles, e.g., a cross.  

• Use a “pocket piece” i.e. An object as a symbol to remind you to pray e.g. a nail to remind you of Christ's 

sacrifice  

• Enter into a scripture passage. Be one of the characters. Experience the passage.  

• Vary prayer posture: stand, sit, kneel, lie prostrate 

 

Traditionalists: Loving God through Ritual and Symbol 

Traditionalists are fed by the “historic dimensions of faith: rituals, symbols, sacraments, and sacrifice”.  They 

find spiritual disciplines, ritual, liturgy and structure nourishing to their faith.  

Activity – Read Psalm 84 and write a prayer or series of prayers to pray during the next week based on the 

psalm, take a liturgical reading or the Lectio Divina exercise that can be done individually or with others  

CAUTIONS 

Do not let the form of your worship become an idol. If any other way to worship seems “wrong”, you may 

want to explore just why this is. 

Traditionalists need to remember that God not religion is sacred, that ritual and traditions are an aid to 

worship not an end in themselves.  

Repetition can be a powerful force for good but can become mechanistic and insincere – if you find yourself 

becoming mechanistic try something new.   

SCRIPTURES TO PONDER 

Gen. 12:7, 8; Ex. 25:40; 40:12-15; Lev. 10:8-11; Num. 15:37-40; 21:4-9; Josh. 1:8; 2 Kings 18:4; Ezra 8:32, 35; 

Neh. 8:3; Jer. 7:4-7; Amos 5:21-24; Mt. 23:27; Lk. 4:16; Acts 3:1; 10; 16:13; 21:26; Rom. 3:25; 8:3; Col. 2; 16-17; 

I Tim. 4:1-5 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

1. In what ways did men and women in the Bible and in church history use ritual to embody spiritual truth? 

2. What rituals, symbols, etc. would you like to incorporate into your life? How do you think they would 

affect your personal worship time? What would you like them to do for you? 

3. What rituals are necessary for you to be able to worship easily? 

4. What happens to your ability to worship when you are fellowshipping in a church of a denomination that 

has little formal liturgy?  

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES  

• Consider how you could include God in your day e.g. set your alarm on your phone to remind you to pray 

at set times throughout the day  

• Read Scripture aloud.  

• Select a Psalm to say every morning and one for each evening; Practice liturgical prayer (see Book of 

Common Prayer)  

• Set a regular time and place to meet with the Lord each day.  

• Follow the Church calendar and celebrate significant days, e.g. Pentecost, Advent  

• Develop meaningful rituals; Make plentiful use of symbols or ritualized gestures  

• Find areas of sacrifice 

 


