Psalm 1 

Trees Planted By Streams   

Prayer Sept 23 (Spirituality Wheel)
We continue our short sermon series on prayer this Sunday with reflections which emerge from our congregational retreat yesterday, and the intentions of Mennonite Church Saskatchewan that member congregations spend this year dwelling in a space of prayer.  With that preface, join with me in a moment of prayer.  “Spirit of peace, quiet our hearts, heal our anxious thoughts, free us from our fretful ways.  Breathe on us your holy calm so that in the stillness of your presence we may open ourselves to trust and be transformed” (HWB #729).  Amen. 
The image of a tree planted by streams of water yielding fruit in its season is wonderful.   It is my sense that the biblical author did not know about the beaver.  Now, I love Canada and our national mascot, but must the pesky beaver fell every pretty tree not protected with an iron cage?  And I have even seen iron cages buckled in two from the weight of said ravenous rodent leaning in to nip that lovely birch bark and drink of that succulent aspen sap.  Let us not, though, consider the beavers or their business along the South Saskatchewan River; back to the bible.

The image of a tree bearing fruit, often along water, pervades the biblical material.  In the creation account of Genesis 1 trees of every kind are created bearing fruit (1:12), and these trees are situated along streams of water (2:6, 10-14).  Jeremiah also spoke of trees, fruit and water; he wrote, “Blessed are those who trust in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord.  They shall be like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream.  It shall not fear when heat comes, and its leaves shall stay green; in the year of drought it is not anxious, and it does not cease to bear fruit” (Jer 17:7-8).  In a vision through the prophet Ezekiel, God promises to plant a tree “in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar.  Under it every kind of bird will live; in the shade of its branches will nest winged creatures of every kind” (Ez 17:23).    This phrasing ought to call to mind Jesus’ parable of the mustard shrub which becomes a tree housing the birds of the air which “come and make nests in its branches” (Matt 13:31-32); and combined with his words that you shall know a good tree by its good fruit (Matt 7:15-20) we see Jesus drawing upon analogies from the scriptures of his youth.  Paul even gets in on the tree and fruit action as he used the fruits of the Spirit and fruits of the flesh as a teaching metaphor (Gal 5:16-26).  The Revelation of John includes a wonderful bookend to Genesis when it mentions the tree of life growing on either side of the river of life—the tree bears fruit each month and its leaves are for the healing of the nations.  The biblical testimony is clear:  healthy spiritual trees are to bear fruit, and to bear good fruit entails a good water source. 

This is how the Psalms begin, and the Psalms have been the prayer book of the church for several thousand years.
  Psalm 1 is the prologue to this collection of prayers,
 and it advises us to be trees planted by streams of waters which bear fruit.  This begs the conversation around sustaining ourselves with life giving water so that we might bear fruit.
We are different trees even as we draw water of life from a similar source.  It is no different along the South Saskatchewan:  one finds deciduous and coniferous trees; fruit and fluff bearing trees; Burr Oak and scrub brush.  They have different needs and different gifts to the eco-system; they are all valuable.  And they all drink water from the South Saskatchewan.  Each of us responds differently to worship, prayer, music, scripture, sermons and service.   It is good to know what kind of spiritual tree we are.  This enables us to be intentional about the practices which best serve as a conduit of life giving water from Divine streams.

The Spirituality Wheel appearing on our bulletin cover, and highlighted in the August 27 issue of the Canadian Mennonite
 and which we discussed more fully yesterday at our church retreat, is one way we learn more about our spirituality and that of our congregation.  By way of brief encapsulation of the spirituality types Corinne Ware outlines, I offer the following.  The on-line version of this sermon provides a link which shares more about the quadrants of the spirituality wheel and also details some of the shadow side of each quadrant
, and I have the Corinne Ware book in my office should you desire the written and full text.
There are members of our congregation who primarily engage God with their heads.  Those with some attachment to this quadrant (and everyone I have met has affinity in multiple quadrants) find the following particularly meaningful in their spiritual practices:   scripture reading, Bible study, liturgy, the historic prayers of the church.  These are a few of the spiritual practices which serve quadrant one temperaments in drawing water from Divine streams.

There are members of our congregation who primarily engage God with their hearts.  Those with some attachment to this quadrant find the following particularly meaningful in their spiritual practices:  emotive music (the gospel tradition or the chorus tradition in contemporary times), testimony, personal reflections from the congregation.  Each of these help those with fingers this quadrant in drinking water flowing from Divine streams.

Our congregation also has members who primarily engage God in a more mystical manner.  For this group, it is important to simply be with God. Through silence and contemplative prayer and guided mediation those with this temperament find a rootedness in the ground of being
.  In this quadrant we are drawn not to describe God, but to create a space for the One who is beyond us to fill us, water us and sustain us.
There are members of our congregation who primarily engage God with actions.  St. Teresa of Avile once wrote something like this:  “Christ has no body on earth now but yours, no hands but yours, no feet but yours; yours are the eyes through which he looks with compassion on the world; yours are the feet with which he walks to do good; yours are the hands with which he blesses all the world.”
  This makes supreme sense to people who have dimensions of a quadrant four spirituality.  Connection to others—creation of quilts or shawls, simple acts of generosity, community service, communion—are ways in which people of this temperament draw waters of life from the Divine.  
If you are intrigued by this summary I would commend to you the Adult Education hour next week in which Anita and the class will tease out these quadrants.  I would imagine they will discuss the gifts and the challenges of these temperaments.  It will be a time to converse about these things, not simply listen to a monologue on them.
In the midst of a diversity of tree life along the streams of living water, Mennonite Church Saskatchewan provided us several bucket lists which give us tangible ways of connecting with the river of living water we call God.   A copy of their bucket lists should be in our bulletins.

In looking at these lists I do think they do short schrift to those rooted in the fourth quadrant.  And I am sincerely sorry about that.  Know, though, we have a meeting next Sunday following worship of people who are spiritually energized by God through engagement of our community.  For now, let us take a short stroll through these lists which cover both the personal and congregational spheres.
Bucket 1:  Limited Energy

Congregation: allow for silence and / or contemplative prayer as part of worship
Committees:  Begin each meetings with several minutes of silence / or contemplative prayer
Committees  Commit 5 minutes of every meeting (midway or toward the end) to listening for
 how God is calling your committee at this time.
Church Councils:  Devote one meeting per year focused on deepening faith / reading Scripture 

with new eyes
Personal:  Commit 5-20 minutes per day to prayer (spoken or contemplative prayer)
Personal:  Commit 5-20 minutes per day walking in a spirit of prayer

Personal:  Ask a person to be your “spiritual friend,” inviting them to ask you about your faith


journey

Personal:  Read one or more books on the theology and practices of prayer

Bucket 2:  Creative Energy
Region:  Engage in a regional event for worship and prayer (note Equipping Day even on Oct 27).

Congregation:    Plan a congregational retreat.  Check.
Congregation:  Invite one person per Sunday to share in worship about their encounter with the


mystery of God.  Well, we kind of did that through summer.

Congregation:  On the 4th or 5th Sunday plan a different style worship--  it seems we get plenty


of variety already but bring up any ideas to worship Deacon Brent.

Committees:  Fast from one activity (oh, I do like fasting), replacing the energy you would

normally devote to this activity with prayer and / or spiritual reading.

Congregation:  Teach practices of prayer via a book study.  Check.

MC Sask are the next two, and they are busy sending e-mails.

Committees:  Review your existing work.  Ask how it is deepening people’s belonging to God


and how   it is addressing the world’s deep longing for meaning, purpose and belonging.

This is good stuff for each of us, our congregation, the committees of our congregation, for Mennonite Church Saskatchewan.  I close my reflections this morning with re-reading a part of Psalm 1:  “Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers; but their delight is in the Torah of the Lord,  and on God’s Torah they meditate day and night. They are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither”.  We drink deeply of the streams of water.  May we bear good fruit.  May our leaves not wither whatever the season.  Amen.
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