Prayer II: Rhythms of prayer
This is the second Sunday of a four-week sermon series on prayer.
Last week we explored letting go of our own agendas to be able to meet God with empty hands and to receive from him. How Moses stepped aside from his job looking after his father-in-law’s sheep to encounter God in the burning bush. We looked at how Jesus let go of his heavenly glory to come to us as a naked baby, and how he died in powerlessness and vulnerability on a cross so that we can meet him in our own loss and vulnerabilities. I talked about my own experience of meeting God in the difficult patches of my life, when I have been ill, and we spent some precious time being still with God, reflecting on Psalm 40 verse 17 – I am poor and needy but the Lord takes thought for me. 
Today we are going to continue to look at who we are and who God is and the prayer conversation that flows from that, but this week we’ll look in more detail at being still with God in prayer and how we can balance that with activity. It sounds obvious but it’s not as easy as it sounds.
Put your hand up if your parents or carers were pleased with you when you did well at school, or on the sports field or in another extra-curricular activity?
All of us.
 My parents didn’t praise me for much as a child, but doing well in school was something they prioritised. So that meant that I put lots of effort into school work, because I was desperate for parental approval and praise. All of us are used to doing things that get approval. No one wants to displease dad.
Sometimes that can carry over into the way we see God. We assume that God will love us more or be more pleased with us if we do lots of things for him. Last week I talked about how our image of God can put us off getting close to him. If we have an image of a God who likes us best when we are busy doing useful things then that means we will keep busy and spend less time quietly with him.
The story of Mary and Martha shows that the opposite is true. Jesus holds up Mary as the example to her sister – how annoying that must have been for poor Martha! Jesus says some difficult things sometimes. He doesn’t say “Mary, go and help your sister and then when you have finished you can both come and sit down with the other disciples again” – as if sitting at Jesus’ feet is a reward for hard work. That would really have highlighted the difference in men and women’s roles in society in Jesus’ day but it wouldn’t have been as problematic and difficult to get our heads round as Jesus saying “only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken away from her”.
It’s a bit like Jesus saying to his disciples in John’s gospel, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit because apart from me you can do nothing”. That’s equally difficult to hear. 
But Jesus is saying that spending time abiding in him, just being in his presence, is the prerequisite for everything else. It’s what we need more than anything else. Everything else we do is useless unless we do it with him. That’s why Mary has chosen the better part. We don’t rest with God as a reward for hard work, we come quietly to God before we do anything else. That’s one reason why for Christians the sabbath is on a Sunday – the first day of the week. God wants our company before he wants our labour. In my mid 20s I had ME and I was so exhausted and unwell that I even had to stop and sit down part way up a single flight of stairs in our house because I couldn’t walk all the way up in one go. But it was in that context that I realised God wouldn’t love me any more or any less if I was quadriplegic. We can get so caught up being busy, but it’s spending time with God that matters. And all our activities without God are not worth the effort we put in, because they won’t bear fruit.
And yet, we know from Genesis that as a result of the fall, most of us are destined to work hard all our lives. Where does being still with God fit into that?
From creation God models a pattern of rest and work – a Sabbath day’s rest in every 7 days. He has designed us for a healthy oscillation of rest and activity. There’s a lovely description of Adam and Eve walking with God in the cool of the evening, showing that spending time relaxing with God at the end of the day is a desirable thing to do. The Hebrew scriptures outline a variety of festivals throughout the year - holy days – which are also set aside for rest and connection with God and his people, and new holy days to commemorate important events in the life of the church were included in the Christian calendar.  We still have them, but have converted them to holidays, largely – Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, Harvest (late August bank holiday), and All Saints at the end of October. In the case of Christmas particularly, a festival designed to give us a pause in midwinter to remember that God came amongst us as a baby can so easily become a frenzy of activity and expense, and we miss the sacred rest at the heart of it. We go against the norms of society when we choose to preserve a God-given rhythm of rest and activity.
Within each day religious orders have set times for prayer, like our Muslim friends and neighbours, but most of us have largely pared that back to morning and evening prayer – bookending the day with prayer, as one of my spiritual directors used to say. Offering the day to God at the beginning and reviewing the day with God at the end.
Resting, and resting with God is very hard for us, and yet that is when we move beyond glimpsing God to opening ourselves up to be transformed by him.
But what about when life really is almost impossibly busy – parents of young children particularly, or carers at any stage of life? Psalm 46 gives us a glimpse of the chaos of life, the turmoil of conflict, the terror of natural disaster and yet God’s answer to this is to “be still and know that I am God”. However busy we are it’s important to set aside maybe 10 minutes each day for stillness – perhaps when the baby is asleep, or over a morning coffee, or whenever fits into your busy schedule. Making time for God is meant to be a pattern for our lives, not a padlock. We are at liberty (and God encourages us in this) to find a pattern that works for us. In those busy seasons it’s important not to beat ourselves up about not managing a set period of quiet at the beginning of the day, or being so tired at the end that we just fall asleep. As long as we desire to meet God during the day it’s even possible to be still with God and know his presence with us while doing jobs. I remember looking out of our kitchen window when the kids were small at the triangle of blue sky I could see while washing up, recognising the limitations of my position – visually and in reality - but still offering God my desire to be with him. I wasn’t physically still, but I could still bring my focus to bear on God’s care and allow myself to receive from him in the middle of whatever I was doing and to be refreshed by him in the busyness and confusion of 3 children under 4. These days I still do that while tidying up the kitchen, quite often with music that help me to worship on in the background, although sometimes just silence is a blessing.
God has designed us to live in a rhythm of repeated movement, of oscillation, between rest and activity, and that is particularly obvious in the communion service.
We arrive at church having been busy, most of us. We sit down and catch our breath perhaps, or look up. We shift (or drag) our focus away from the busyness of the day or week that has been, the exhaustion, the worries, perhaps the constant demands on our time and attention from small children/ bosses at work/those we care for. We sing hymns/songs that remind us of who God is, and who we are and how much we need God’s mercy, and we receive God’s forgiveness. And at that point you might be aware that a barrier has been lifted – we can be come close to God and be intimate with God. The service continues and we hear and think about passages of Scripture and what God is saying to us, and then at the heart of the communion service we are taken into the sanctuary (this was particularly obvious in the layout of medieval cathedrals, with areas separated by rood screens) on our knees in the presence of God, coming to the place where Jesus died on the cross. And we receive the body and blood of Christ. And, somehow, we are transformed. As we let go and come humbly to the God who gave up everything for us, we have these moments of encounter that change us.
At the end of the communion service, we are sent out with God’s blessing and with the power of the Holy Spirit to live and work to God’s praise and glory. We get up off our knees again and stand upright in God’s strength to take out to the world something of what we have received, to communicate something of God’s loving, transforming mercy and power. This is a beautiful example of the divinely ordained oscillation between rest and activity. Let’s be aware of that in the shape of our service today.
Last week we tried a Lectio Divina prayer – spending time in silence dwelling on a Bible verse and being aware of God’s presence with us. This week we’re going to try a different prayer. This is one to use particularly at the end of the day, or the week, or even the year. It’s called the Examen and it dates from the sixteenth century Jesuit father St Ignatius of Loyola. It’s a way of being aware of where God has been at work in the busyness and activities of the day (the PCC has started doing a version of it at the beginning of our meetings). This prayer also helps us to see what God might be trying to communicate to us about the direction of our lives.
It starts with sitting comfortably, breathing deeply and then we ask God to help us review the day that has passed – so this time let’s think about yesterday. We run through in our minds the events of yesterday, thinking particularly about the times when we have been most aware of joy or life or love – those times in the day that have been most life-giving. (Pause) We thank God for these times. (Pause) Then we go through the day’s events again, this time being aware of the most draining times, times when people behaved badly to us or we behaved badly to others, or when our thinking was most negative. (Pause) We offer those times to God, not trying to change them, but being aware of God’s presence in them, even if we weren’t aware of it at the time. 
The effect of doing this exercise is to remind us of God’s goodness to us in the day that has passed, and it helps sleep. During the second world war thousands of children in Europe and Asia were orphaned and left to starve. The fortunate ones were rescued and placed in refugee camps where they received food and good care. But many of these children who had lost so much couldn’t sleep. They feared walking up to find themselves once again homeless and without food. Nothing seemed to reassure them. Finally, someone hit on the idea of giving each child a piece of bread to hold at bedtime. Holding their bread the children could finally sleep in peace. All through the night the bread reminded them, “Today I ate and I will eat again tomorrow. Knowing that God has been with us in the day that has passed gives us confidence that he will be with us overnight and in the day to come. It builds trust and faith. Doing it regularly also helps us to see a pattern of what kind of things give us life, so that we can choose to have more of those things in our lives, and less of the things that drain us, when we get the opportunity for change. God has made us each unique with a unique personality and set of gifts and he wants us to flourish and thrive and to do the things that only we can do, that we are made to do. Working out what helps us to flourish and thrive is a way of collaborating with God in our lives and discerning his promptings.
God bless you and guide you as you try out this prayer in your daily lives.  Amen.
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