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Over the years we have all heard many talks on prayer but very few of them have changed us

· and this one may well be in the same category

· (in fact, I have shard the bones of this talk with some of you before, but you probably won’t even remember!)

Talks on prayer often deconstruct or take apart the process of prayer

· “Well you see it is made up of: petition, confession, intercession, thanksgiving and lament”

· or we are given an acronym – like ACTS

Sometimes prayer is portrayed as being ‘other worldly’ and ‘spiritual’ where it seems as if only a few people have the knack of making any progress in it

· but it seems to me that prayer should make me feel more human and more natural – not less

· as Jesus was the most human natural person to walk this planet

In the end of the day prayer is not something that can be easily talked about

· the saying is true, “The most important things in life cannot be talked about”

· just as I cannot talk to you about the greatest love in my life – words will not convey it

· and isn’t it interesting that Jesus did not teach his disciples to pray – until they asked him – “Lord teach us to pray!”

So here is my spin on it!

Prayer has something to do with a Relationship and not merely a task to be done
· if it was about stacking boxes in a warehouse then I could break down the task (deconstruct it) tell you what to do, and then you could go and do it

· Prayer is the means by which a relationship with God is nurtured 
   – whether for one person or with a community of people

Maybe you were brought up like me – looking for answers to prayers

· some preachers suggested you kept a book – one side with requests, the other side answers

· I have no other relationship in my life like that 
· it is at best an immature way of relating – childish (maybe) but not childlike
A good starting place it seems to me is to ask:
What practically does any intimate relationship need to sustain and nurture it?
· I’m not talking about values here: love, trust honesty, faithfulness, respect, or others

Everyone has a different way of praying just as everyone has a different way relating to their nearest and dearest

· let me tell you what I aspire to – while daily failing (in all my relationships)

· TIME, LISTENING & TOUCH (or connection)

TIME

We are a cash rich and a time poor society

· it has been said that our wealth is not extreme, it is obscene (in planetary terms)

· and we have paid a very heavy price for this

· we often have little or no time for the people who are most important to us

· little time for the God who we pupport to love

· and when we do have time on retirement we often do not know what to do with it

· so we get ourselves as busy as before

· or we become lonely (or bored)

But we know, no relationship is going to be nurtured with little time given to it

In talk about parenting the idea emerged of ‘Quality Time’
· seems to be the wrong emphasis to me

· children don’t want to be treated a one of our special projects by allocating ‘Quality Time’ to them – as if it makes up for the lack of time in the rest of life

· they ant us to hang around; as they play, cry, laugh and get up to no good; meal times, bed times, bath times

· what children want is our availability
what any intimate relationship needs is availability (not ships passing in the night)
what a prayer life requires is our availability, our time

R Rohr “It is not our sin that keeps us from God, but our busyness”

· of course, our busyness is the sin in reality

· but we feel so worthy and important when we are busy
ABILITY TO LISTEN

John Stott in an interview (1980s?)

· what had been the highs and lows of his ministry

· LOW: when a junior staff member said to him in a staff meeting: “But John, you have not listened to me!” 

Spouses to each other, children to parents – “But you’re not listening!”

If you are good at listening to people, you will also be good at listening to God

If you are not very good at listening to people you will not be very good at listening to God

(nor listening to yourself)

 “What is the best way to love someone?”
“To listen to then”   Christopher Jamison of Worth Abbey
· Prayer has be about listening before telling, asking, confessing
as in any relationship 
Shema:  “4Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. 5You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  Deuteronomy 6.4-9

· we are told to recite this twice daily – ‘Shema’ = hear (92 times in Deut)

Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks – recently rewriting some of their service texts

· said it does not so much mean ‘hear’ – as ‘listen’ (92 times in Deuteronomy!)

· (cf when talking to children, ‘Listen, listen, listen to me’ – also “Martha, Martha”)

· hearing and listening are two quite different things

If I cannot listen to my wife I certainly cannot listen to God

Moses was made to listen with a burning bush
Elijah was made to wait so that he might eventually hear God in the still small voice

Job started to truly listen through suffering and pain

Martha was too busy to listen and ended up complaining

Peter only properly listened to Jesus following failure
Rowan Williams has a name for this type of listening – ‘Patient Attentiveness’
TOUCH is so crucial to all our most important relationships

What Grandparent does not reach out and touch their grandchildren when they see them?

What good friends do not immediately embrace after not seeing each other for many months?

What sort of marriage is it where touch is not a crucial part of the relationship?

We have to sense others in and through our bodies 

· you cannot love someone with your mind only – there has to be ‘connection’
· you cannot love God with just your mind

In fact you can only experience anyone (incl God) through your human senses
· Fr Peter Burke:  “Too often we intellectualise our faith and stop God touching us”

· What sort of relationship would I have with my son and daughter if only talked about them, and not touch them?  

· If I do not feel something for those who mean the most to me in life - I’d be a cold hearted swine

So too the nurturing of our relationship with God – there has to be something ‘felt’ about it

· how more ‘felt’ can you get than bread on the hand, placed into the mouth and swallowed?

This is not an irrational faith – but it is beyond reason (as is all of my love)

· it is beyond being explained

· it is beyond said prayers

· but there has to be a connection
CONC - TIME, ABILITY to LISTEN, and TOUCH

O God
Help me to pray
pray yourself in me
as I cannot do it
alone.
Amen
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