
SPIRITUAL TYPES

Luke 10:38 - 42.  Pentecost 8, 2007.

Last week Jesus gave the example of the Good 
Samaritan to those who don’t want to do very much.  This 
week Mary is given as an example for those who do too 
much, who are burning themselves out, like Martha.   

The two stories taken together call for balance in the 
spiritual life.  Jesus practiced balance, by giving himself in 
service and ministry, but also taking time to be restored and 
refreshed.  He commends Mary in today’s story for taking 
time for herself and just listening to him talk.  She is 
restored thereby.  Mary reciprocates when she washes and 
anoints Jesus’ feet, as reported in John 12.   Jesus had a 
foot massage, which sounds like a very relaxing thing to do 
when you are tired!  That’s balance!

In the retreat sessions today we will be working with a 
model for spiritual growth, called the Four Spiritual Types or 
Paths.  There is a simplified diagram of it in the bulletin. 
The Head Path involves experiencing God through our 
intellects, our minds, our beliefs.  The Heart Path involves 
experiencing God through feelings, warmth and personal 
relationship.  The Mystic Path involves experiencing God 
through awe, beauty and mystery.  And the Kingdom Path 
involves experiencing God through a passion for justice and 
mission to society.   That’s a very simplified version.

No single model will say all there is to say, but this 
model developed by Corinne Ware from the Alban Institute, 
has a lot of wisdom to commend it.   I particularly like its 
concept of wholeness by presenting the four paths or types 
as four quadrants of a circle.   There is a short test you can 
take to determine your primary type, if you do not already 
know it.  Spiritual growth will be available to you as you do 



more spiritual activities that suit your type.   That is a source 
of joy, for your type is naturally suited to you.  But if you OD 
on your type of spirituality there is danger.  I think Martha in 
our story is either in the Heart or Kingdom Path, and one of 
the dangers for her is burnout because she is taking on 
more than necessary.  Perhaps she has cooked a much more 
lavish meal than was necessary – something simple would 
have done as well.   There’s a definite feeling of resentment 
in her words to Jesus, a sign of burnout.

Mary is either in the Head or Mystical Path because she 
loves to listen to Jesus the Teacher.   She is doing what gives 
her joy!  That is the goal of spiritual growth – to know the 
joy and love of God in everyday life.  So what Jesus is trying 
to tell Martha by commending her sister is to find joy in what 
she is doing.  Martha does not have take Mary’s spiritual 
path, but Martha should be able to find joy in her own path.

Each of the four paths has a danger if we overdo it. 
The antidote to overdoing it is to grow by exploring the 
opposite in the circle.  Those in the Head Path benefit 
spiritually by also exploring the Mystic Way, and vice versa. 
Those in the Heart Path benefit spiritually by also exploring 
the Kingdom Way, and vice versa.   These are the other 
paths, which are closest to our natural inclinations.

We should not forget the two other paths, even though 
they will be more difficult for us.  Ultimately wholeness 
consists of integrating elements from all four ways.

This model does not account for the obstacles to 
spiritual growth thrown up by certain affective states. 
Depression, anxiety, obsession, addiction and other mental 
illnesses will all be blocks to spiritual expression.  It’s hard to 
know the joy of your spiritual type if you are depressed or 
overly anxious.  These things will need to be managed by 



getting counseling and/or psychiatric help.  There is no 
shame in this.  Mental illness is as common as physical 
illness, and the good news is that help is available.  You 
exercise faith and courage when you seek help.  It is not a 
sign of weakness. 

What strikes me most from the Gospel story is that 
Jesus is commending a person who is finding joy in her 
spiritual path.  This is also confirmed by the model of the 
four paths.  The Four Paths is based on the principle that 
people naturally lean more towards one of the paths 
because it brings them joy.  We should find joy in our 
spiritual journey.  That is what will keep us on the journey. 
Some of my favorite words of Jesus are from John 15:11 “I 
have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you 
and your joy may be complete.”

I had an interesting meeting the other day with 
Katherine Honey.  Katherine is working on opening a new 
museum at the Hebronville Mill.  It’s called the Museum of 
Work and Play.  We talked about how Play is a very good 
word, which includes spirituality.  There should be a strong 
element of play, of fun and joy in our spirituality.  And in a 
day when “play” focuses on video media, we need to recover 
the practice of play as something joyful and imaginative, 
which involves us, mind, body and spirit.  I commented that 
the idea of Sabbath has a lot to do with play.  Jurgen 
Moltmann, the great liberation theologian, wrote a book, The 
Theology of Play.   It is a matter of balance.

Here’s a description of a modern Martha I read in the 
Christian Century, in an article by Joy Douglas Strome. 
“Today’s Martha could be working at a computer, checking 
her Blackberry, or talking on her cell phone, while driving 
and eating lunch.  She could be on a treadmill while making 



appointments for the next day.  She could be grading 
papers, her phone held between cheek and shoulder, 
checking in with family about coming home late.  She could 
have a baby on one hip and a textbook for night class on the 
other.    She could be overscheduled, overbooked and 
overwhelmed, but Jesus calls her to pause and take a break 
for her own sake and for the sake of the Gospel.

It was a turning point for me when I attended a Shalem 
Retreat back in 1990 and felt that I had come home.   Here 
for the first time I met people who honored the 
contemplative path of spirituality, or the Mystic Path.  What a 
treasure it was to spend time in silence and not to be 
embarrassed.  I had found my path and it brought me much 
joy.   I pray you will discover your own type and path, that 
you will rejoice in the way God nurtures you spiritually.  And 
I pray that you will set aside time to do those things that 
bring you joy spiritually.  Then I ask you to consider how you 
might share with others the joy you have found.  When God 
gives a gift it is not only for your benefit but for others also. 
The church will grow as we share our gifts and as we move 
towards wholeness in Christ.


