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Every now and then we are offered a scripture passage which highlights the peril and madness of anyone who might consent to preach once in a while let alone regularly.  “Not many of you should become teachers, brothers and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.”  Any sane person would walk away from the pulpit upon hearing such wisdom.  My sanity may, in fact, be in question.  Join me in prayer as we move into the sermon time.  May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable to you, O LORD, our rock and our redeemer.

Words are being used very casually and maliciously these days.  The civility of dialogue which once dominated our public debates has nearly disappeared.  The anonymity of the internet has emboldened hate speech—words that might have been checked if seated across from another person.  Echo chambers of ideological affinity reinforce demeaning attitudes which produce the fruit of condescension.  Perhaps more than ever we and our world need to hear the truth found throughout biblical wisdom literature that words do matter.  Even the prophetic word, and the lectionary texts for today acknowledge the place of the prophetic word
, are rooted in respect and love.   I am very interested in equipping each of us here this morning and our entire congregation to use our words faithfully.  This process begins with a rootedness in listening to God.   This is the very important link the scripture texts for today want us to make.
The lectionary texts for today, of which we read two, are focused on speech.  Clearly, the lesson from James is all about using words appropriately.   The connections in Psalm 19 are a bit more subtle.   The first four verses of Psalm 19 are replete with allusions to the voice of the created order testifying to its maker. This is a wonderful play on the creation account:  the heavens were brought into being through God’s voice and now their voices tell of God’s glory. The Torah (with most of our bibles unfortunately translate as “the law) is the written word; it also speaks as a teacher pointing earnest students to great reward.  It is only after dwelling in the “word” of creation and the “word” of the Torah that the Psalmist reflects on human words--  may the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you,  O LORD.  The Old Testament lesson from Isaiah 50 builds on this premise that the words of God’s beloved suffering servant will come from attention to Divine words.  Reading now from Isaiah 50:  “The Lord God has given me the tongue of a teacher,* that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.  Morning by morning he wakens— wakens my ear to listen as a disciple.  5The Lord God has opened my ear, and I have not resisted.  I did not turn away.”  The tongue of a teacher which sustains the weary is directed through a listening process.  And then we have the Christian addition that Jesus is the Word made flesh.   Our gospels incessantly call us to listen, follow and imitate this Word of God.  This practice of attending to Divine words we name prayer, and from a biblical perspective it is what will shape words and meditations which are acceptable to God.

This brief jaunt through our lectionary texts sets the stage for a reflection on prayer.  This fits very nicely with the invitation of Mennonite Church Saskatchewan for its congregations to dwell this year in a posture of prayer.  It fits very nicely with the conversations happening in Adult Education this fall.  This fits very nicely with the theme of our retreat at Shekinah next Saturday.  Knowing that prayer is a very big topic I will give myself the next two Sundays of sermon time to the discussion.  I say this sarcastically because two sermons on prayer is only the introduction to an introduction.  This prayer thing is a lifelong course of study.  
To help us apply these lessons so that we become living words which bless our world, and not curse it, I will periodically intersperse my theological reflections with prayer practices that keep us rooted in the Divine word.  With that in my mind I offer an illustration of prayer found in Tony Jones’ book, The Sacred Way:  Spiritual Practices for Everyday Life.

Jay Folley is a Roman Catholic, and a friend of mine.  He writes:  “Every morning there is that heroic moment in which I need to decide between popping out of bed or hitting the snooze button…. Over the years I have fallen into the habit of signing myself with the cross before I even get out of bed as an intentional way of beginning my day.  And I am careful that I sincerely mean to begin the day at that point and not in fact go back to sleep.  Because if I decide to reach for my forehead and not the snooze button, the game is on, the day is consecrated to God, and I mean to make the most of it.



As I make the sign of the cross I pray:  “God come to my assistance.  Lord make haste to help me.  Glory be to you [O God], and to the Son, and Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.”… A quick, mindless sign of the cross is as worthless as the Lord’s Prayer said in boredom.  But a humble and contrite heart coupled with [placing] yourself at the feet of Jesus..oh my…I can only recommend that you try it.  It will touch you—body and soul.

Since we are talking about listening to God I thought it might be helpful to consider the tradition of prayer surrounding the biblical texts.  More than once Jesus, for example, removes himself from groups of people for a time of prayer.  What does that mean coming out of his Jewish upbringing?  What does it mean in the Greek and Roman contexts in which the early church took root?  For this question my beloved series of the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, which meticulously traces the lineage of New Testament words, came in very handy.
Prayer was a part of the world in which Greek plays, philosophy and tragedy were written.   Homer mentions pray in his writings.  Typically, this was invoking the gods found in the pantheon for something—riches, guidance, success in battle, and so forth.

Surprisingly, perhaps, is the fact that in Old Testament the Hebrew term for “prayer” appears infrequently.   The editors of my trusty commentary were not content with this.  They discuss words which imply various kinds of praying.  Terms like sacrifice, sing, vow, request, glorify, extol, praise, sighing, groaning, roaring and weeping.  All of these terms were “meant to invoke God’s friendship”; literally “to stroke the face of God””. 

The image of stroking the face of God made me think about the Lord’s Prayer which Jesus teaches his disciples.  “Jesus addresses God…as Father, which was an unusually intimate way of speaking to God.  The corresponding Aramaic word Abba was the term a Jewish child would use in addressing his or her father.  It apparently was customary for Jesus to pray to God in this way (c.f Mark 14:36; Matt. 11:25), which in turn influenced the prayer language” and emotion of prayer found in the early church.
  Prayer in the Bible is very personal, very intimate.

This begs the question of how we understand conversation among friends and family.  My friendships are not one sided:  I listen as often as I share.  With close family members I do the same.  I am committed to holding the emotions of these dear ones, even the emotions of roaring, groaning, or weeping.  I can not promise to answer all the requests my friends and family make of me, but I receive them.  And they generally do the same for me.  I do not think this relationship reality we have with others differs greatly from our relationship to God.  We share, and we listen.  And how we listen may shape how we engage others.  It is time for another prayer practice.
In her book Help, Thanks, Wow:  The Three Essential Prayers Anne Lamott writes:  “In prayer, I see the suffering bathed in light.  In God, there is not darkness.  I see God’s light permeate them, soak into them, guide their feet.  I want to tell God what to do…But it wouldn’t work.  So I pray for people who are hurting, that they be filled with air and light.  Air and light heal; they somehow get into those dark, musty places, like spiritual antibiotics.”
This style of prayer works for me.  Holding someone or something in God’s light is a Quaker term for the way in which they intercede for others.
  Like Mennonites, the Society of Friends (Quakers), believe that prayer makes a difference in our world.   So, in my times of contemplative prayer I hold myself in the light.  In my times of intercessory prayer I hold others in the light.
 I think of people who often sit on the piano side—the struggles which their sons or daughters are enduring.  I have no words for the uncertainty or anxiety, but I am able to simply envision both parent and child in God’s light.  This is prayer.  I think of our center section—the the children who come forward for children’s time, their parents in back row, the little ones out in the foyer.  This is not an easy world in which to grow up, and not an easy world in which to parent children.   I don’t have the words, so in my mind’s eye they are set somewhere beautiful in God’s creation and allowed to soak in strength of the one Who was, Who is, and Who will be.  I think of those on the pulpit side who are the sandwich generation grappling with care of both parent and child.   There are no adequate words for the emotional energy they extend, but there are images.  Lord, you have been our dwelling place in every generation (we hear in Psalm 90), so envision a safe home in which every generation is warm and fed.  Praying with images fits well with the cautions we have in today’s scriptures about the overuse of words.

My reflections on prayer will continue next week building upon material from our retreat.  In preparation for next Sunday’s sermon I would commend to our reading the lead article of the August 27 Canadian Mennonite.
  In the article Dave Rogalsky describes the spirituality wheel which we will explore next weekend.   I leave us today, though, with a quote which highlights the external implications of prayer.   Prayer is about listening to the Divine Word so that, like the servant of Isaiah 50, we might experience communion with our Creator and so that we might become living words that sustain the weary and a weary world.  Thomas Merton:
Contemplation is the response to a call: a call from [the One] Who has no voice, and yet Who speaks in everything that is, and Who, most of all, speaks in the depths of our own being:  for we ourselves are words of [this One].  But we are words that are meant to respond to [the One], to answer to [the One], to echo [the One], and even in some way to contain [the One]  and signify [the One].  Contemplation is this echo.  It is a deep resonance in the inmost center of our spirit in which our very life loses its separate voice and re-sounds with the majesty and the mercy of the Hidden and Living One.  [God] answers Herself in us and this answer is divine life, divine creativity, making all things new.

May it be so, Amen.
Patrick Preheim, Pastor of Nutana Park Mennonite Church
Beautiful Quotes regarding prayer

This Presence is so immense, yet so humble; awe-inspiring yet so gentle; limitless, yet so intimate, tender and personal.  I know that I am known.  Everything in my life is transparent in this Presence.  It knows everything about me-- all my weaknesses, brokenness, sinfulness-- and still loves me infinitely.  This Presence is healing, strengthening, refreshing-- just by it Presence.  It is non-judgemental, self-giving, seeking no reward, boundless in compassion.  It is like coming home to a place I should never have left, to an awareness that was somehow always there, but which I did not recognize.

Thomas Keating, taken from "Open Mind, Open Heart"

----------------------------
The message of hope the contemplative offers you, then...is not that you need to find your way through the jungle of language and problems that today surround God:  but that whether you understand or not, God loves you, is present in you, lives in you, dwells in you, calls you, saves you, and offers you an understanding and light which are like nothing you ever found in books or heard in sermons.  The contemplative has nothing to tell you except to reassure you and say that if you dare to penetrate your own silence and risk the sharing of that solitude with the lonely other who seeks God through you, then you will truly recover the light and the capacity to understand what is beyond words and beyond explanations because it is too close to be explained:  it is the intimate union in the depths of your own heart, of God’s spirit and your own secret inmost self, so that you and he are in all truth One Spirit.

Thomas Merton, A Book of Hours, edited by Kathleen Deignan (Sorin Books, Notre Dame, IN:  2007), p. 178.
---------------------------
Contemplation is the response to a call: a call from [the One] Who has no voice, and yet Who speaks in everything that is, and Who, most of all, speaks in the depths of our own being:  for we ourselves are words of [this One].  But we are words that are meant to respond to [the One], to answer to [the One], to echo [the One], and even in some way to contain [the One]  and signify [the One].  Contemplation is this echo.  It is a deep resonance in the inmost center of our spirit in which our very life loses its separate voice and re-sounds with the majesty and the mercy of the Hidden and Living One.  [God] answers Herself in us and this answer is divine life, divine creativity, making all things new.

----------------
I do not know much about God and prayer, but I have come to believe...that there’s something to be said about keeping prayer simple:  Help. Thanks. Wow.

---------------------

In prayer, I see the suffering bathed in light.  In God, there is not darkness.  I see God’s light permeate them, soak into them, guide their feet.  I want to tell God what to do:  “Look, Pal, this is a catastrophe.  You have got to shape up.”  But it wouldn’t work.  So I pray for people who are hurting, that they be filled with air and light.  Air and light heal; they somehow get into those dark, musty places, like spiritual antibiotics.

-------------------
Prayer is coming home, relationship, restoration, Sabbath

Prayer makes us holy

Prayer helps hold congregations and families together.

Prayer is an intellectual sacrifice in which we give up the illusion of self reliance

Prayer is adoration and praise

Active prayer addresses injustice; transforms the world

--------------------------
The best remedy for those who are afraid, lonely, or unhappy is to go outside, somewhere there they can be quiet alone with the heavens, nature, and God.  Because only then does one feel that all is as it should be and that God wishes to see people happy, amidst the simple beauty of nature.  As long as this exists…I know that there will always be comfort for every sorrow, whatever the circumstances may be.

--------------------------

Prayer is making oneself open to the opportunities of the day.  

Tony Compolo
-------------------------

The ancient monks understood that a life of prayer would manifest itself in relationships with other.  “If prayer is a matter of concern to you,” said the sixth-century monk John Climacus, “then show yourself to be merciful.”  As “a dialog and a union with God,” he said, prayer has the effect of “holding the world together.”

“Prayer is not doing, but being.  It is not words but the beyond-words experience of coming into the presence of something much greater than oneself.  It is an invitation to recognize holiness, and to utter simple words—“Holy, Holy, Holy”—in response.  Attention that comes upon me when I’m busy doing something else.  When a person—friend or foe—suddenly comes to mind, I take it as a sign to pray for them.  I know several pastors who use their daily jogging run in order to pray for all the members of their churches, lingering over each name.  “Just saying the name can be a prayer,” one said to me, “because if I don’t know what that person needs, I can be certain that God does.”

Prayer is relationship; it is communion.  It is connecting with ourselves, God, and others through the mystical space of the spiritual realm.
� See Isaiah 50:4-9a; and Mark 8:27-38


� Tony Jones, The Sacred Way:  Spiritual Practices for Everyday Life (Grand Rapids, MI:  Zondervan, 2005), pp 169-170.


� Theological Dictionary of the new Testament (volume II), edited by Gerhard Kittel and translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI:  WM B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1964), pp 775-786.


� Richard Gardner, Matthew in the Believers Church Bible Commentary (Scottdale, PA:   Herald Press, 1991), p. 118.


� http://www.annarborfriends.org/reflection0903.shtml


� Dave Rogalsky, “Experiencing the Good News” in  Canadian Mennonite (Aug 27, 2018; volume 22, no. 16), pp 4-6.


� Thomas Merton, A Book of Hours, edited by Kathleen Deignan, (Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2007), p. 148.


� Thomas Merton, A Book of Hours, edited by Kathleen Deignan, (Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2007), p. 178.


� Thomas Merton, A Book of Hours, edited by Kathleen Deignan, (Notre Dame, IN:  Sorin Books, 2007), p. 148.


�Anne Lamott,  Help, Thanks, Wow:  The Three Essential Prayers (New York:  Riverhead Books; a member of Penguin Group, 2012), p. 1.





� Anne Lamott,  Help, Thanks, Wow:  The Three Essential Prayers (New York:  Riverhead Books; a member of Penguin Group, 2012), p. 16.


� Thomas Moor, The Soul’s Religion:  Cultivating a Profoundly Spiritual Way of Life (New York:  Perennial, An Imprint of Harper Collins, 2002), pp. 250-254.


� Anne Frank quoted in Robert Ellsberg’s All Saints:  Daily Reflections on Saints, Prophets, and Witnesses for Our Time (New York:  The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1998), p. 256.


� Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace:  A Vocabulary of Faith (New York:  Riverhead Books, 1998), p. 58


� Ibid, p. 350.





