
Practices for Faithfulness Groups 
 
 
The following practices are useful during faithfulness group sessions. Some, such as deep 
listening, are so essential that they are used in every session. Other practices, such as appreciating 
inner images, are used less often. Not all of these practices will be used by a group when it first 
begins working together. Over time, groups grow as the Spirit leads them in their time together, 
and additional practices may be incorporated. 

Deep Listening 

Deep listening is a foundational practice. A faithfulness group can only do its work to the extent 
that members attend to the words, experience, and presence of other members of the group and 
at the same time pay attention to the presence of the Spirit among them. Listening is often used 
as a metaphor for a kind of sensing that happens not only with spiritual ears but also with inner 
vision and spiritual heart. This deeper kind of listening helps us be attentive to the movement of 
the Spirit within ourselves, others, and in the world. It allows us to become increasingly sensitive 
to the promptings of Love and Truth. For most of us, this kind of listening is not easy because it 
requires us to still our own thoughts and preoccupations for the sake of being open to God.  

Western culture has a long history of denying and discrediting the inward voice of the soul, 
of the Spirit, and of God. Most of us have learned, consciously and unconsciously, to do this. 
Therefore, divine guidance may register in our consciousness only in very fleeting, subtle ways. 
However, as we pay attention to subtle inner impressions, it becomes easier to perceive the voice 
of the Guide. We learn to value inner images and knowings and to heed guidance when it comes. 

We can practice giving attention to the divine voice when we listen to another person speak 
about their spiritual experience. In doing so, we help the speaker also attend to the subtle divine 
presence within them. This is a precious gift we can offer, a skill worth developing. As Quaker 
author Douglas Steere writes, “To ‘listen’ another’s soul into a condition of disclosure and 
discovery may be almost the greatest service that any human being ever performs for another.”i 
This kind of listening helps a person hear and speak inner truths they may not have previously 
disclosed even to themselves. In order to listen in this way, we need to let go of our distracting 
thoughts and give clear, open, nonjudgmental attention to the person who is speaking. When we 
are listening, it is sometimes helpful to tell ourselves that in this moment nothing is more important 
than paying attention to the speaker.  

As we listen, we don’t frame a response. We don’t analyze or interpret what the person is 
saying. We just listen. We listen to the words and the meaning they are trying to convey. We listen 
to the quality of the speaker’s voice, to the feeling or passion in what they are saying, or, 
alternatively, to the restraint we might hear in their tone. When the speaker pauses or stops 
speaking, we may feel an impulse to fill the silence with words. A response might come quickly to 
our mind or a similar story, affirmation, interpretation, or advice. In some situations, these can 
be helpful, but in a faithfulness group our intention is to help the presenter listen to the inner 
Guide, which will lead them if they can hear it. 

We provide an accepting silence in which significance can be explored, motivations tested, 
and truth revealed. Deep listening helps the speaker hear the truth within them. Loving 
receptiveness can help another person listen to themselves and to the Spirit in a deeper, more 
trusting way than they have experienced before.  



Sometimes in the midst of speaking, or at the end of giving an answer, the speaker becomes 
silent, turning their attention inward. In the practice of deeper listening, when the presenter is 
paying attention inside themselves, we don’t fill the silence with any words. Instead of asking a 
new question, we keep silent. We “hold the space” for the experience that is taking place inside 
the presenter and watch to get a sense of what is happening within them. They may be 
experiencing communion with God, praying, listening for guidance, or remembering something 
important. Prayerfully, we hold them in the Light.  

Into this receptive silence, the speaker may offer something else. They may say something 
they have never articulated before, revealing a new truth. More often, they may give voice to 
something they have already said, but by saying it again in this group they can allow more space 
inside them for the truth of it. Often, the practice of repeating certain inner truths helps something 
bloom in a person’s consciousness and in their life.  

Deep listening is a powerful spiritual practice. This kind of listening is related to discernment, 
in which we learn to sort out what is coming from a divine source and what is coming from another 
source. As we listen to another person in a loving, receptive way, attending to the truth of their souls, 
we become better able to listen to our own souls. We become more sensitive to the voice of the inward 
Guide, the voice of God within us. 

After having had deep and moving experiences in a faithfulness group, one participant 
advises, “Listen, listen, listen—to the sharing that is offered to us, and to the inner voice of Spirit 
as we hold the pain or joy or confusion or hope, or whatever it is that each of us brings to our 
sharing.” Our intention in providing this kind of listening is to support the presenter in a deeper 
exploration of the truth in their heart and to help them grow in their relationship with God. 
Listeners will often find that exercising the loving discipline of deep, patient listening brings 
blessings for them, too. 

 Looking at God and Sensing the Presence 

Whatever names we use for the holy Mystery from which life arises, faithfulness begins with 
turning toward God. Some people have experienced the divine Presence since childhood. For 
some, the theology in which they were raised was adequate for understanding the nature of life. 
Others have had experiences that awakened them to divine reality in unexpected ways and gave 
them a hunger to know the Spirit more deeply and more frequently. We may not know what we 
are turning toward. We may have rejected our family or our culture’s prevailing notions of God or 
Christ and only know that we are seeking something greater or more loving than what we have 
known.  

We may turn toward God with longing or love, or with fear, anger, confusion, or desperation. 
Whatever we are feeling, whatever questions we have, we are invited to bring all of ourselves to 
God, just as we are. A faithfulness group helps its members do that. 

When we use the word faithfulness, we may think of acts of boldness and courage, of public 
witness, or of hidden sacrifice for the benefit of others. All of this is often part of a faithful life, but 
faithfulness begins quietly in the heart and mind and soul, in direct relationship with the Divine. 
Spiritual growth comes from placing God (Spirit, Christ, the Light, divine Mystery) at the center 
of our attention and allowing God to love us, heal us, guide us, and act within and through us. Our 
role in a faithfulness group is to support each other in the process of reorienting our lives so that 
God is at the center. Growing in faithfulness involves learning to sense the subtle work of the Spirit 
within ourselves, in others, and in the events of our lives. We can help each other do this by 
repeatedly inviting each other to “look at God” or at least to “look for God.”  



How can we help each other do this? By creating invitations to remember and speak about 
experiences in which we had a sense of the presence, guidance, or activity of God (or Spirit) or felt 
deep Truth or Love moving in our hearts. We listen when one of these precious experiences is 
shared. Then, as prompted by the Spirit, we can ask the speaker to look more deeply at what 
happened, to savor the experience, and to sense how the Spirit was at work in that moment. A 
listener might ask, “Say more about how God was present with you then.” Or, “In that particular 
moment, what was happening inside you?”  

In addition to asking a presenter to remember and look more deeply at a particular past 
experience, we can also invite them to pay attention to an experience unfolding in the moment 
during the group session. We can ask: “What is your sense of the presence of God with you in this 
moment?” Invite the person to stop thinking about anything and just notice what is happening 
inwardly right then. If they say something like “I’m feeling a tingling” or if they have a sense of 
fear or of energy moving, it might be helpful to ask, “Where are you feeling that in your body right 
now?” Our bodies are capable of communicating information not only through our physical senses 
but also through our spiritual senses. In a faithfulness group, we can gently invite each other to 
tune in to these senses. 

Because speaking about such perceptions and experiences has usually been discouraged in 
our culture—even ridiculed or punished—a person may have been suppressing their awareness of 
the movement of the Spirit for a long time. They may find it difficult to respond to questions about 
what they are sensing in the moment. In that case, the imagination can become a doorway through 
which they learn to perceive what is real. A listener might ask, “If you imagine a loving God with 
you now, what would that divine loving parent want to say to you?”  

Responding to these prompts to “look at God” or “sense the Presence” and speaking aloud 
about the experience can feel risky. Over time, two kinds of trust develop. The first is that the 
speaker begins to discern and trust what is real, even when the imagination is used as a doorway 
for exploration. The second is that the speaker learns to trust the group to be unconditionally, 
lovingly present with them as they explore their spiritual perceptions and experiences and then 
speak about them. 

Making a conscious decision to put God or Spirit or Love at the center of our lives and to let 
the divine Presence motivate our actions is an important turning point in life. But our deeply 
ingrained habits of putting other things at the center are not quick to change. We require lots of 
practice in turning toward God, again and again. Participating in a faithfulness group provides an 
opportunity for regular practice with the support and encouragement of others. The questions we 
hear from fellow group members sometimes become ones we ask ourselves in our lives outside of 
the group. One participant finds herself “asking some of the questions we ask each other when I 
am looking for clearness. ‘Where is God in this? Can I feel God’s Love for me in this? Am I being 
faithful? Have I prayed about it?’” 

Asking Evoking Questions 

When offering spiritual support and assisting with discernment and faithfulness, questions are 
asked not to satisfy the curiosity of the questioner but to help the presenter become more aware 
of the truth about the issue they are exploring. Rather than asking for facts or analysis, it is 
especially helpful to ask evoking questions, questions that assist the focus person in exploring 
their deep responses and inner knowing. Factual information and analytical reflection may be 
useful in understanding a situation, but a different kind of awareness is often needed in order to 
become clear about the interior movements of the Spirit. Questions that evoke greater awareness 
help free the presenter to live most fully and authentically. Such questions seek to elicit the 
knowing that may lie below consciousness or that may not have been articulated out loud before. 



They invite the person to use their imagination and to describe images, metaphors, feelings, 
sensations, and bodily awareness. Some questions ask the focus person to “look at God” or to 
sense how God is present with them, both in the moment and in the situations and concerns upon 
which they are focusing. Faithfulness groups create a space for inward listening on this level and 
gently encourage the focus person to speak aloud their emerging awareness.ii  

When framing a question, it is important to notice the spiritual language the focus person has 
been using. Does the focus person speak of Jesus as their guide and teacher or as their savior? Do 
they use the word God or do they speak of Spirit or the Light—or something else? Upon occasion, 
it is helpful to ask a question that probes the person’s theology or spiritual language, a question 
that invites them to test their direct experience alongside the words and images they use to find 
what is most true. Often, though, it is best to use the language that is most comfortable to the 
speaker.  

Below are some simple examples to illustrate the difference between factual questions that 
invite mental reflection and analysis and evoking questions that invite a deeper kind of knowing 
or awareness of how the Spirit is leading someone. 

 

Distinguishing Evoking Questions from Factual or Analytical Questions 

Example #1 

Chris is led to do a particular piece of writing and is seeking to find the heart of it. 

Factual question: How long do you want this article to be? 

Analytical question: What do you think your audience wants? 

Evoking questions:  

• What’s your sense of what God may want to communicate through this writing? 

• What image do you have for how this writing may affect your audience? 

• What aspect of this topic do you feel most passionate about? 

• Is there any aspect of your own life that you sense this writing is calling you to reexamine?  

• Is there a story, movie, poem, or Scripture passage that comes to mind related to this? 

• Have you had any dreams that might be connected to this piece? 

Example #2 

Jess is discerning about a possible leading to take a particular job. 

Factual question: When would you start?  

Analytical question: What skills would you need compared to your current work?  

Evoking questions:  

• How do you sense God’s presence in this opportunity?  

• When you imagine doing this work, how does your body feel? What happens to your 
breathing? 

• Have you received any hints, messages, or signs about this possibility? 

• As you imagine taking up this work, do you have an image of how you might be challenged 
to grow?  



• What gifts might be drawn out of you by this service? 

• How do you feel when you think about who you would be serving? 

• Does this opportunity feel like a temptation? If so, why? 

• Do you feel a sense of duty in relation to this? If so, where does that sense come from? 
 

Sometimes a response suggests that something significant might emerge if a follow-up question 
invites the presenter to further explore some aspect of what they have just said. Be attentive to the 
focus person to see if this is needed before a new line of questions begins. A follow-up question 
may be asked by a different group member than the one who asked the original question. 

 

Examples of Evoking Questions for Use in Faithfulness Groups 

Modify the following questions for the specific needs of the moment. 

 
What seems most to help or hinder your attentiveness to God?  
 
How do you sense God at work in you or through you when you are seeking to serve? 
 
How do you listen for guidance?  
 
What do you experience when you pray about what God is asking of you? 
 
What are your experiences and assumptions about what prayer is, how it happens, and the 
power it has? 
 
What images or phrases or Scripture passages seem to be sources of guidance for you at this 
time? 
 
How much freedom do you have in responding to the promptings of Spirit? 
 
Do you seek God’s help in addressing your impediments to faithfulness? How? 
 
What might allow you to trust and relax more in your efforts to hear God’s guidance and be 
faithful?  
 
How is God working with you in this? What are you learning?  
 
What fears are coming up? What resistance are you experiencing? Can you pray about your fears 
or resistance?  
 
As you look at particular moments when you feel that you were used by the Spirit to serve 
others, what do you notice about the presence or activity of God?  
 
What is the stretch or growing edge into which God may be beckoning you right now? 
 
How willing are you to enter into the unknown, to do new things or speak in different, clearer 
ways? 
 



In which situations do you feel you are most authentic and faithful to what you were most truly 
made to be? 
 
What are the signs of grace you have seen in your service?  
 
What help or support do you need from others in being faithful to how God is calling you? 
 
As you take steps in faithfulness, what opens up in you and outside of you?  

Opening Ourselves to the Light  

Growth in the spiritual life requires continually opening up to the transforming Light and healing 
love of God. As we gradually learn to put God at the center of our awareness and our lives, we see 
more clearly how Spirit infuses everything. Our personal burdens become lighter when we let God 
help us carry them. At the same time, we also become more aware of parts of ourselves that are 
hurt or contracted. These things have often been hidden below our normal consciousness. 
Whatever has been injured or narrowed, everything within us that is angry, afraid, jealous, or 
resentful, becomes illuminated so we can see it more clearly. Both in ordinary moments of daily 
life and in our devotional time, when we encounter pain, fear, anger, resistance, or an unsettling 
memory, we can “show it to God” or “hold it in the Light” for God’s healing. We can also help the 
members of our faithfulness group do the same. 

Most of us avoid pain and fear when we encounter them. We have developed habits that push 
aside unpleasant feelings. We seek distractions, including entertainment, conversation, engaging 
with the internet, excessive eating or drinking, and busyness. As a way of distracting ourselves 
from deeply feeling our pain or discomfort and sensing the roots of it, we often mentally analyze 
or complain about our difficulties or blame others. On the spiritual path, we learn ways to directly 
face our inner injuries and limited or false beliefs and open ourselves to healing. Prayer, journal 
writing, loving relationships, counseling, mindfulness meditation, and physical or energetic 
healing practices can be helpful. 

The faithfulness group has a role to play when members discover that a hurt, contracted place 
or fearful belief is an impediment to a person’s faith and faithfulness. Many people are deeply 
burdened by shame or by low self-esteem. When they receive inner nudges toward certain tasks 
or hear inner spiritual guidance to speak out or do things they have never done before, internal 
voices of shame or low self-worth may tell them they are mistaken about their spiritual leadings. 
It is not the group’s role to engage in a psychological analysis of the issue. Rather, with gentle 
questions the group can invite the focus person to sit with what comes up and “show it to God” or 
“hold it in the Light.”  

Inviting God to be with us as we turn our attention to difficult things is a step toward healing 
injuries and releasing false and limiting thought patterns. It can also be a step in the process of 
forgiveness. When we hold something in the Light or lift it up to God’s care, we are first of all 
allowing ourselves to give nonjudgmental attention and awareness to the impediments to our 
faithfulness. The group’s loving attention can help us remember to be kind and loving to ourselves 
and remind us that God loves us unconditionally and wills our peace and well-being. When we 
“show” the hurt or fearful parts of ourselves to God, or hold them in divine Light, we invite divine 
love and healing to enter more fully into what has been hidden, contracted, or defended. 

Our awareness of the presence of God within and among us may be so subtle that we rarely 
notice it. Being together with others in our faithfulness group, prayerfully and patiently focusing 
on God, can heighten our awareness. Rather than merely suggesting that a person take time at 
home to engage in a direct encounter with God, we can encourage them to do so in the moment, 



during the faithfulness group session, if the focus person is willing. As group members develop 
trust and spiritual intimacy, this becomes easier. When one person takes the risk of engaging 
directly with the Spirit during the group time, the group becomes a safer place for others to do the 
same. 

It is not only our pain and fear that need to be held in the light of God’s love. Each of us also 
has spiritual gifts and potentials that we have not yet fully actualized. Because of painful past 
experiences, limiting beliefs, or negative self-concepts, we may have learned to keep our gifts and 
potentials largely hidden, even from ourselves. A faithfulness group can help us not only to see 
why we hold back these potentials but also to identify what these gifts are. Because we may have 
kept them hidden for a long time, it may be painful to acknowledge them, to “show them to God,” 
to “hold them in the Light.” After we begin to admit to our gifts, then we can sense more clearly 
how we might be called to use them. Sometimes our fear becomes stronger at this point because 
using our spiritual gifts will mean being different than we have been and, therefore, facing new 
reactions from people. It may be scary, but this kind of change calls us into greater freedom to be 
who God created us to be. A faithfulness group gently helps its members to sense and acknowledge 
their abilities and potentials that have been held back and to discover how the Spirit might want 
to work through their gifts. 

Sometimes tears come when a person reveals something that has been hidden or suppressed, 
or they may come during an experience of showing God a hurting place inside or acknowledging 
a gift that has been held back. These tears are part of the healing and opening process and don’t 
need to be stopped. It might be helpful to silently place a tissue nearby, but don’t distract the 
person from attending to what is happening inwardly.  

The spiritual companionship provided by a faithfulness group can allow us to reveal ourselves 
in new ways, speak of deep and previously hidden spiritual longings, and open to spiritual 
perceptions and senses that have been closed. One participant writes of an experience in one of 
his early faithfulness group meetings:  

I was speaking about my longing for a deeper connection with the Spirit, and I found, as I 
responded to questions from Friends, that I felt liberated to feel the experience of longing 
in a different part of my heart and my being. It was if I had been invited to open a door that 
required the assistance of others to open, and that only the connection that we had formed 
together in this effort of mutual love and seeking allowed me to secure their assistance in 
the way that I needed. I felt as if I was talking . . . from different ground.  

Another faithfulness group participant remembers a trans-forming moment she witnessed in 
her group:  

A person was in the middle of a major life-change that was not of their choosing. Through 
our listening, questions, and worship together, we were present as a challenge was 
embraced as an opportunity to go deeper with God and to put God, not life circumstances 
or other people’s opinions, at the center.  

One day, during a meeting of my own group, I spoke about the painful feeling in my heart 
that constrained me in certain situations when I was speaking about my spiritual experience with 
others.  

“Can you show that to God?” a member of the group asked me. 

Although the tightness in my chest was familiar, I had not considered “showing” it to God. 
Now, the circle of friends around me was inviting me to feel my pain, fear, and contraction in their 
presence—inviting me to look at it and see what was going on and, at the same time, to open the 
situation to God’s healing.  



It was an opportunity to be with them in a way that felt vulnerable and risky, right then and 
there. That day, I was able to accept the invitation. Because these friends had gained my trust, I 
allowed myself to be raw and vulnerable in front of them. I felt my pain and fear. Tears slid down 
my cheeks, and I closed my eyes. In my mind and heart, I lifted the situation up; I “showed it” to 
God. There was a long period of silence. 

“What’s happening between you and God right now?” the same person asked. 

I was inviting God into this knot of contraction. I felt my sadness and pain, my sense of being 
alone and in danger in certain situations when I was trying to be faithful.  

As I sat quietly showing this to God, I suddenly felt a shining flow of divine, compassionate love entering into my heart. Something was released. 

A layer of constriction fell away. Suddenly, I felt lighter, freer, tenderly joyful. The room seemed brighter. I felt love for the friends who were sitting with 

me. That day, with their simple, gentle questions, deep listening, and prayerful attention to the divine Presence among us, my faithfulness group facilitated 

a kind of spiritual surgery. In the faithfulness groups I have been a part of over the years, I have experienced many spiritually liberating moments of 

awakening, healing, and renewal. Each one is part of my gradual rebirth into the person God created me to be.  

 

Prayer and Worship 

Faithfulness group meetings begin and end with prayer and worship. Sometimes the convener 
offers a verbal prayer at the beginning of the meeting, either a spontaneous prayer or one 
previously composed. Whether or not there is vocal prayer, most of the prayer time is in silence. 
Each group member looks within for the presence of God—Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Inward 
Light—and gently lets go of thoughts and concerns that distract attention from a focus on the 
Spirit. In the silence, as group members look within, they begin to be gathered together by God 
into a deeper place of spiritual attention.  

During the presentation by a focus person, group members listen attentively, lovingly, and 
without judgment. Over time, we learn to stay in a state of prayer while listening and also during 
the period of evoking questions and deeper exploration. The entire meeting can be experienced 
as a time of unbroken prayer and worship. Faithfulness group meetings give us an opportunity to 
notice when we shift out of the state of prayer into another state. Mentally analyzing what the 
presenter has shared can move us too much into our heads, and then we forget to focus on the 
Spirit. We may forget that the focus person’s inner spiritual Guide can lead them into the clarity 
they need. If we remain in a prayerful state, responsive to the work of the Spirit among us, God 
will make use of the gifts and perceptions of the group members to find the right questions and 
loving remarks to help presenters find their path forward.  

Sometimes we are prompted by the Spirit to encourage prayer in the moment. Presenters 
often share the troubles they face, not only inner difficulties but outer obstacles that are put in 
their way. At other times, they might share weariness or a feeling of deep soul sadness. Group 
members might be prompted to ask, “What happens when you share that burden with God?” Such 
a question is a reminder that turning to God in prayer is always helpful. Be careful, however, to 
phrase the question in a way that is an invitation to exploration rather than a disguised suggestion. 

The focus person might be ready to share their burden with God in the moment, in the midst 
of the group session. He or she might become quiet and inwardly invite God to help them hold or 
face the situation. It is healing to feel—not just mentally “know”—that God is with us in our 
difficulties. For some people, there is a physical sense of well-being or inner warmth that may 
accompany a sense of being in God’s presence. On some occasions, the burden may become lighter 
in the moment. One participant writes that in her group she has seen someone who was carrying 
a heavy load “brighten . . . when asked if they might try to share the load with the Spirit.”  



Over time, group members learn that the most powerful way to assist each other during 
faithfulness group meetings can be by deeply and prayerfully attuning together to the Spirit within 
and among them. Sometimes silent prayer for and with the presenter is what is most needed; at 
other times, spontaneous spoken words of prayer can be a blessing. When the group is gathered 
into the Light in a powerful way, that power can gradually effect changes in each person long after 
the meeting is over.  

 

i Douglas Van Steere, Where Words Come From: An Interpretation of the Ground and Practice 
of Quaker Worship and Ministry, Swarthmore Lecture (London: Allen and Unwin, 1955), 14. 
ii For a good discussion of the types of questions that can help with discernment, including 
“evocative questions,” see appendix 2 of Suzanne G. Farnham, Joseph P. Gill, R. Taylor McLean, 
and Susan M. Ward, Listening Hearts: Discerning Call in Community (New York: Morehouse 
Publishing, 1991). 

 


