
Reflection -  discipline five in our spiritual formation series

PART 1: REFLECTING WITH GOD

MISSIONAL COMMUNITY DISCUSSION

Read this Overview Together
Reflection is the practice of paying attention to see with God what He 
wants to show us about both Himself and our own selves. When we 
pause for reflection and self-examination, God can show us how He 

has been present with us, even in the midst of hard days. Cultivating this kind of sight 
strengthens our faith and increases our joy. During reflection, God can also expose ar-
eas that still need the Spirit’s transforming work to help us become more like Jesus. And 
while this part may sound hard, it’s essential. If we don’t pause for reflection and open 
our lives to the Spirit’s work, we will bring the same struggles, false beliefs, wounds, and 
hurts with us into the next day or the next year. Just changing the date or year is not go-
ing to solve everything.

This practice of reflection has also been called the discipline of self-examination and is 
one Christians have been practicing for centuries. When you hear “self-examination,” you 
may think of self-absorbed navel gazing or even just self-awareness and self-improve-
ment, which is noble, but not uniquely Christian. The Christian practice of self-examina-
tion, or reflection, that God invites us into is so much more. Self-awareness is important, 
but not sufficient to produce genuine change in our lives. Self-improvement tactics and 
strategies fall short of producing lasting change. The Christian practice of reflection is 
different because it doesn’t begin with you. It begins with God. And God’s presence and 
work produces real life transformation. 

In the introduction to his classic work, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin 
writes, “Man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first looked upon 
God’s face, and then descends…” Before we learn how to reflect on our own lives, we 
must first reflect on God’s face. 

Ruth Haley Barton, in Sacred Rhythms, defines self-examination, or reflection, as “a 
practice that facilitates spiritual awakening--an awakening to the presence of God as God 
really is and an awakening to ourselves as we really are.” It starts with looking back to see 
the presence of God in our day and continues with seeing ourselves more clearly in the 
light of God’s presence. She continues, “When practiced rightly, it leads us into a greater 
sense of God’s constant loving presence in our life, it fosters a celebration of our created 
self, it offers us a safe place to see and name those places where we are not like Christ, 
and it opens us up to deeper levels of spiritual transformation.”1

Continued on next page...

1 Barton, Sacred Rhythms, pg. 93
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The practice of reflection must include both attention to God’s presence with you and 
also attention to where you did not walk in the light of His presence. Without the first 
part, your self-examination will either be dishonest or crushing...either you will see your-
self with rose-colored glasses or you will feel crushed by the weight of your sin and fail-
ure. Yet, the first part will always lead to the second. We cannot see God without more 
clearly seeing ourselves. The good news is, attention to God’s presence with us will help 
us see ourselves as we truly are...both in need of deep transformation and yet deeply 
loved. We will be fully known and fully seen AND fully accepted. This is what we all long 
for. 

Tim Keller writes of our desire to be both fully known and fully loved: “To be loved but 
not known is comforting but superficial. To be known and not loved is our greatest fear. 
But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot like being loved by God. It is what we 
need more than anything. It liberates us from pretense, humbles us out of our self-righ-
teousness, and fortifies us for any difficulty life can throw at us.”1 The practice of reflec-
tion is an opportunity for us to remember that we are indeed fully known by God and yet 
fully loved.

So, to start; what does it look like to reflect on the presence of God with you throughout 
your day? Psalm 139, a poetic prayer written by King David, is a helpful guide. In verses 
1-4, David starts his self-examination acknowledging that God knows him fully. God is 
“acquainted with all his ways.” And God knows the deepest thoughts of his heart. 

David writes:
“O Lord, you have searched me and known me!
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;
    you discern my thoughts from afar.
You search out my path and my lying down
    and are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before a word is on my tongue,
    behold, O Lord, you know it altogether.”

Reflection, or self-examination, starts with reflecting on the reality that God was with you 
all day long, that He sees everything you do, and that He knows all of your thoughts. If 
we’re honest, this may sound frightening. He knows everything we think?! 

Yet, in verses 7-11, David goes on to say:
“Where shall I go from your Spirit?
    Or where shall I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there!

Continued on next page...
1 Tim Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, pg. 95
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    If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!
If I take the wings of the morning
  and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
    and your right hand shall hold me.
If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,
    and the light about me be night,”
even the darkness is not dark to you;
    the night is bright as the day,
    for darkness is as light with you.”

Even though God has perfect knowledge of everything we thought and did today, He’s 
still with us! He hasn’t left us. God is pleased to be with us and as David says, “even 
there (in the dark places) your hand shall lead me and your right hand shall hold me.” So, 
after reflecting on the reality that God knows everything you did and thought today; the 
good, bad, and ugly; you can also reflect on the reality that God never left you. He was 
with you, holding you, all day long! 

As we look back on our days through the practice of reflection, we must start by remem-
bering that God was present with us each moment of the day. He was present when we 
cursed our co-worker in our mind (or out loud!), when we were impatient with our son, 
or when we escaped into the fleeting comfort of an addiction. He was with us, holding 
us, when we felt afraid, alone, anxious, or sad. And He was with us in the moments of joy 
and gratitude. He was with us when our hearts felt in tune with Him and when He was the 
furthest one from our minds.Through it all, He was with us. There was nowhere we could 
go to escape His presence! He never left us, even when our hearts were far from Him. 

Can we then have the same confidence David had? A resounding “Yes”! Jesus, Imman-
uel or God with us”, came to be with us when we were His enemies. He gave His life to 
ensure we could be with Him. He sent His Spirit and promised He would never leave us 
or forsake us. And as Paul writes, “nothing will be able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39)

Richard Rohr says it well: “Many avoid the path of self-knowledge because they are afraid 
of being swallowed up in their own abysses. But Christians have confidence that Christ 
has lived through all the abysses of human life and that He goes with us when we dare 
to engage in sincere confrontation with ourselves. Because God loves us unconditional-
ly--along with our dark sides--we don’t need to dodge ourselves. In the light of this love 
the pain of self-knowledge can be at the same time the beginning of our healing.” Know-
ing this gives us a safe place for honest reflection and self-examination that can lead to 
genuine repentance and transformation.

Continued on next page...



Reflection -  discipline five in our spiritual formation series

MC Discussion Continued...

Questions for Missional Community Discussion
1. Do you regularly take time for reflection at the end of a year or significant season of 

life? What does that normally look like for you? If you don’t normally do this, why do 
you think that is?

2. Self-awareness and self-examination are very popular in our culture, and rightly so. 
What are some of the similarities and differences between the common cultural ver-
sion of self-examination and the Biblical version presented in this guide?

3. Why do you think it’s important to start times of reflection focused on God and His 
presence? What’s the danger in starting with yourself?

4. Tim Keller writes that we all long to be fully known and fully loved. Do you think that’s 
true? What does that mean? Have you experienced that?

5. The practice for this week, the Examen of Consciousness, is an opportunity to reflect 
on your day before going to bed at night. On a typical night before you go to sleep, 
what is the state of your heart and mind? How do you normally process the events of 
the day, good and bad, and anticipate what’s coming tomorrow?

6. Spend a few minutes discussing the practice for this week; the Examen of Conscious-
ness.

INDIVIDUAL PRACTICE: THE EXAMEN OF CONSCIOUSNESS
Throughout this guide, you will learn how to engage in reflection through the 
practice of praying the Examen. Although God’s people have been engaging 
in reflection from the beginning, the Prayer of Examen was first developed as 

a tool for the church by Ignatius of Loyola, a sixteenth century priest and theo-
logian. This tool has been modified and adapted for our use today.

This prayer is divided into two parts: the Examen of Consciousness, reflecting on God’s 
presence with you throughout your day, and the Examen of Conscience, reflecting on 
how you walked in His presence, or did not walk in His presence, throughout your day. 
As written earlier, it’s essential to start with God, remembering that He knows us and still 
chooses to be with us. So, this week, spend time practicing the first part of the Examen, 
the Examen of Consciousness.

Ruth Haley Barton gives a helpful introduction to this practice: “[The examen of con-
sciousness] is a simple discipline that helps us to become more God conscious, heighten-
ing our awareness that God is indeed with us when we lie down to sleep, when we wake 
up and in every moment in between. We discover that we really are being led by the 
hand of God. Even when things seem dark, a light comes from God that can illuminate 
the deepest darkness. The examen of consciousness involves taking a few moments at 
the end of each day to go back over the events of the day and invite God to show us 

Continued on next page...
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where He was present with us and how we responded to His presence. We might ask 
ourselves, How was God present with me today? What prompting did I notice? How did I 
respond or not respond?”1

This practice doesn’t need to take a long time and is ideally done at the end of your day. 
You might try engaging in it before you go to sleep, looking back on your day to remem-
ber specific ways God was present with you. 

One night, before bed, take 10 minutes to pray through the Examen of Conscious-
ness.

The steps below will guide you through this time of reflection, but this doesn’t have to be 
a linear, rigid process.2 Don’t worry so much about following the directions and instead 
use these steps as prompts to help you begin seeing your day with God. Be patient with 
yourself if you experience distraction or can’t remember what you even did today. 

Preparation
Spend a few moments in silence and quiet your heart. Take a deep breath and exhale 
slowly. It’s okay if you’re coming into this time with your mind racing about the day or 
what you need to do tomorrow. Remember a key Scripture or prayer God has brought to 
mind to help you settle into resting in God’s presence with you. If you don’t have one in 
mind, rest in the Father’s words, “I have loved you with an everlasting love.” (Jeremiah 
31:3)

Invitation
Invite God to help you as you reflect on your past day. Ask for His help to show you how 
He was present with you throughout the day.

Review Your Day
Identify the major events of your day, including spiritual practices, meals, meetings, time 
with others, conversations, work events, etc. Reflect on these, noticing where God was 
present with you. When did He provide for you? Comfort you? Convict you? Speak to 
you? Reveal something to you? Protect you?

Give Thanks
Thank God for each part of your day and for being present with you in the ways you just 
noticed. If there are unresolved issues or questions from your day that you still don’t 
know what to do with, share these with God and thank Him for being with you even in 
the tension or darkness. 

Continued on next page...
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Go to sleep resting in God’s love for you and presence with you. Remember the 
words of Psalm 4:8: “In peace I will both lie down and sleep; for you alone, O Lord, make 
me dwell in safety.”

DNA GROUP OR PERSONAL REFLECTION
After you have tried the individual practice, find time to meet with your 
DNA group and reflect together on your experience. Let the conversation 
go wherever God leads; here are some questions that might be helpful.

1. Did you try to pray through the Examen of Consciousness? What was your 
experience like? What did God do in you through that time? How did you feel af-

terward as you went to sleep?
2. How did taking time to notice God’s presence with you throughout your day affect 

you? How did you feel as you reflected on that?
3. How do you feel about being “fully known” by someone? Do you want that? Is that 

scary to you? Why or why not?
4. Did you notice feelings of guilt or shame as you reflected on the day? How do you 

make sense of those feelings knowing that God fully sees and loves you?
5. How does the Gospel give you confidence you can be completely honest about 

your day and know that God saw the whole thing and yet is still with you? 
6. Share with each other some of the moments you reflected on when you experi-

enced God’s presence with you this week. 
7. Do you think you will incorporate a time of reflection, using something like the 

Prayer of Examen, into your routine before going to sleep? If so, brainstorm togeth-
er how you can make this a habit or rhythm in your routine.


