Prayer I: Letting go and leaning in
So, this is the first of a four part sermon series on prayer. I wonder how you feel about prayer and what you’re hoping for.
I need to say at the outset what this series is not.
You may, like me, have been taught ways to help you pray, like the teaspoon (tsp) approach we teach our children – Thanksgiving, Sorry, Please.
Or maybe you have heard of the ACTS method of praying? Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication.
This sermon series will not be going through these approaches to prayer, though it picks up the essential elements. We do adore God for his majesty and power and thank him for his good gifts to us – forgiveness and transformation, healing and peace. We do recognise our own inadequacy and failings and come to him with the longings of our hearts. But this series aims primarily to look at some of the underlying principles and approaches to prayer, to connection with God, and to give us the chance to experience some forms of prayer we may be less familiar with, so that we have extra resources to use in our own prayer lives going forwards.
This week we’re looking at how we approach God and how he approaches us, next week we’re looking at patterns and rhythms of life and prayer, the following week (4th October) we’re looking at lament, with Geoff Maughan, and the final week we’ll be looking at different types of prayer, using our bodies and our imaginations.
As we start this series, let’s pray:
Loving, almighty God,
We come to you now with empty hands. Prepared to learn and receive from you and to be blessed and transformed. Our desire is to connect with you in new ways and we thank you that your desire to be connected to us is far greater than even our deepest longings and that you welcome our approach with open arms of love. Amen
My Dad has recently moved into a care home in Abingdon. He was reluctant to move for a while. It meant leaving behind what was familiar and the friends he had connected with and moving to somewhere new. To be able to receive the benefits of this new place he had to leave something behind. When we come to God in prayer we need to let go of some things to be able to receive what God has to offer. Thinking of coming to God with empty hands let’s look at the story of Moses and the burning bush
The story of the burning bush and Moses’ encounter with God is a bridge between Moses the baby and rebellious teenager and Moses the leader who returns to Egypt to be God’s instrument in rescuing the Israelites out of slavery. This is a pivotal moment of encounter and prayer that changes not only Moses’ life, but the lives of a whole nation.
Moses didn’t set out that day to meet God – he was just doing his everyday job, but he was ready to turn aside from that to look again at what God was doing. As we go about our everyday jobs and chores how ready are we to be distracted by God? To be aware of what God is doing? And if we notice and are intrigued, are we ready to set aside time to spend with God? 
God speaks to Moses from within the bush and Moses answers appropriately, Here I am.
That is a great starting point for prayer. After the decision to draw closer to God we acknowledge who we are before God – just ourselves. It’s a very simple answer – Here I am. We can all say it. We do not need to have achieved great things or to have our lives in order to come into God’s presence – we can come as we are.
But then God gives Moses an instruction – Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.
Why should he take off his sandals, dispossess himself of his sandals? I am using the word dispossess deliberately because Rowan Williams (great theologian and former Archbishop of Canterbury) uses it when he talks about prayer.  When we come to God in prayer, he says that we need to dispossess ourselves, to let go of our presumptions about what God might do; to lay down our assumptions, our desires, our thoughts.  For his thoughts are not our thoughts, and his will is not our will. 
Whenever we say the Lord’s prayer we pray “your will be done”. In order to say to God ‘Your will be done’, we need to dispossess ourselves of what we are after.  This is like taking off our shoes to stand on holy ground, acknowledging our ignorance and neediness.  

I wonder when you have felt most close to God. A man from Dorchester told me that he had a moment of divine encounter when he was in the cockpit of a plane (he was a pilot) flying over the Arctic Circle during the Cold War. Amidst all the tension of looking out for enemy planes he was amazed by the peace and beauty of the Northern Lights and felt closer to God than he had ever done in his life so far.
Enjoyment of nature is a way we often connect with God. On our pilgrimage recently we stopped to admire the beauty of the wildflowers and the abundance of the golden crops in the fields and to be aware of God’s goodness.
I have experienced that closeness to God recently, when I climbed a hill on holiday and looked over the beauty of west Dorset. I was also aware of gratitude for the energy and health to be able to climb at all, given my past and ongoing health issues.
But this doesn’t mean that we can only connect with God when we’re aware of good or amazing things, like the burning bush. In fact, I have been closer to God and learned to rely on him much more deeply in difficult times. Having had ME and long covid and still contending with an autoimmune condition I have had to spend a lot of time resting at different stages throughout my life. I have struggled with the frustration of not being able to do the things I wanted, with not being able to think straight, with pain and discomfort and I have cried out to God in despair and anger and fear. This is the reality of many of our lives, or the lives of people we love and we acknowledge that.
Ultimately, I have had to acknowledge my incomprehension, my powerlessness and my need of God, and he has met me through those difficult times. Wonderfully, through those difficult seasons he has allowed me to come close to him, in my stripped back, vulnerable state and has revealed himself to me in love and compassion for me in my brokenness,  as he revealed himself to Moses – “I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob”
I wonder what puts us off being vulnerable and empty handed before God? Sometimes it’s our own desire to “do it myself”. Self sufficiency is seen as an admirable trait and individualism is prized in our society, rather than interdependency. But I think there’s another factor and that could be our reservations about who God is and whether it is safe to be vulnerable with him. If we have a picture of God as vengeful or critical or unforgiving or judgemental or just distant, these images can get in the way of us being open with God.
One of regular preachers, Geoff Maughan’s favourite verses is Psalm 40 verse 17 which says “I am poor and needy but the Lord takes thought for me”. The Lord takes thought for me, like the father of the prodigal son, who kept looking out for his absent son, so when he was still far off his father saw him coming and ran to him, and embraced him and showered him with gifts. (show picture)
Notice that the bush that Moses saw was supernatural – fires take lots of fuel to burn, as we will be reminded during the BBQ lunch after church today, but this fire keeps burning and is not consumed – there is limitless fuel. God has limitless resources to give us.
Our second reading shows us more about this infinitely generous God whom we approach, in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ. I’m just going to read the first part of it again:
[Christ Jesus] being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage, but made himself nothing, taking on the very nature of a servant and being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance like a man he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death – even death on a cross.
Here we see God dispossessing himself of his majesty, and heavenly grandeur to come amongst us as a human being
Jesus came into the world naked, without anything to protect him.  He came to embrace the whole of our humanity, in all its fallen and damaging dimensions. In our passage from Exodus God says to Moses “Don’t come any closer – this is holy ground” but in Jesus God deliberately comes close to us, so we can come close to him.
But the passage from Philippians doesn’t end there.
Because Jesus humbled himself “God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”
 Wow! Jesus gave up absolutely everything for us, let go of everything to lean in to us, to come close to us, and then received everything back and more.
  The great father of the Church, Gregory of Nazianzus, in the fourth century said that Christ had to ‘assume every aspect of humanity’ in order that he might heal and redeem every aspect of the human condition’.
That means that when we come to God in our vulnerability, empty handed, letting go of all our wants and expectations, God meets us in his love, draws us close and fills us with his grace, taking us into the heart of the Divinity, to be united with himself.
We let go and lean in, and God does the same in Jesus. And we meet and join.
I think it might be helpful to do something now, so these ideas don’t stay as ideas, but become part of what we do when we pray. So I’m going to read a single Bible verse (Geoff’s favourite) and then we are going to be silent for a few minutes, letting go of all our distracting thoughts and just concentrating on God’s goodness. Let’s begin by stilling our breathing, breathing deeply in and out and relaxing, sitting upright and comfortably with your feet on the floor. 
I am poor and needy, but the Lord takes thought for me (Psalm 40 verse 17)

