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Genesis – Prayer and Spirituality
This evening’s topic is Prayer and Spirituality – serious matters.
So let’s start with a joke.

A Hong Kong minibus driver and a priest…
I’ll start with a few general comments about spirituality.

Then we’ll look at couple of things in our lives that make it difficult to pray.

We’ll think about how to pray – including Jesus praying.
Towards the end we’ll look at how prayer might work.

And I’ll end by talking about an amazing and wonderful cave you can visit.

In all this, we should remember that prayer is mysterious.

It’s difficult to be too precise about prayer – it’s hard to define it.

The breadth of Spirituality.
Spirituality is difficult to define, 
· but I think we all have an idea what it is.  
It’s about the meaning of life; 
· about peace and contentment; 
· about life being more than just physical material things; 
· about experiences that lift us out of ourselves 
· and connect us with a greater reality, 
· that link us to other people and the Universe.  
Here are a few examples: 
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It’s important to realise that there’s no narrow definition or limited kinds of experience. 
There are as many different spiritual experiences as there are different people.  
There are many different experiences that put us in touch with the spiritual, 
· the greater reality, 
· the Divine. 
We are close to God more than we realise.  
Many people don’t think of themselves as religious or even spiritual, 
· but they often have experiences of God without realising.  
“You don’t have to believe in God to feel God’s presence.” 
It’s easy for us to make the mistake of thinking that we have to go to church or a temple to experience God.  
Those of us who go to church regularly can limit our experience of God to “religious activity”.  
A friend of mine goes to church most Sundays, 
· but says they feel closer to God when sailing their boat than in church.  
You can see why.

boat sunset
Having said that, it does take practice.  
We have to train ourselves to be aware of God.  
Its like a doctor is sensitive to a patient’s health.
They pick up clues and signs.

Or like the financial analyst 

image of Exchange Square

Some of you are familiar with this place.

A financial analyst has a feel for the markets 
· a sense of what they are saying.

Part of being human is to be spiritually inclined.  
We’ve said that before in Genesis.

Each of us is made in God’s image.  
Each of us carries the divine spark.  
And just as to be a good doctor or financial analyst you have to practice, 
· to be aware of God you have to practice.  
And that’s were prayer comes in.
If we ignore this part of us we are like the eagle who thought it was a chicken.  
images of Eagle and chicken

A farmer found an eagles’ egg.  
He didn’t know where it had come from and the only thing he could think of doing was putting it with his chickens.  
It was much bigger than the chicken’s eggs, 
· but there it hatched and the young eagle began its life.  
It learned from the chickens and spent its days scratching around the farm looking for food.  
Like the chickens it spent most of its time looking down to the ground.  
Until one day it looked up and saw a majestic bird soaring high above.  
Deep in its heart something stirred.  
The eagle asked one of the chickens about the bird in the sky.  
“Ah, that’s an eagle.  
“It can soar high in the heavens.  
· “But don’t worry yourself with that.  
· “We chickens aren’t meant for that kind of thing.”  
And with that the eagle ignored its heart 
· and scratched around in the dirt again.
God calls us to soar like eagles.  
God has created each of us to fly high in the heavens; 
· to spread our spiritual wings.

There are things in our lives that make it difficult to pray.

I’ll mention two in particular; they are closely linked:
· our obsession with doing; with being useful.

· and our being busy all the time.

Prayer and being
Often we think that prayer is about achieving something, 
· doing something 
· or gaining something.  
That’s because so much of our lives is about achieving, doing and gaining.  
It starts at school where we’re meant to achieve high grades and do extracurricular activities.  
I find this frightening for my little boy, Samuel.  
He is 3 started pre-school sixth months ago: Sunshine House in Chi Fu.

The beginning of what might be 20 years in education!  
20 years of achieving grades and doing activities.  
That continues as adults in our work…  
Remember we are human beings not human doings.  
Prayer is like eating.  

We don’t see its affects immediately.  

To mention Samuel again, 

· he has grown very quickly.  

The food he eats each day his body uses over time to grow.  

We don’t notice the change from day to day, 

· but if a friend or relative hasn’t seen him for a while, their first comment is almost invariably “Wow! Look how big you are!”  
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We like to think of ourselves as homo sapiens, 
· which literally means “wise man”.  
· in fact we now call ourselves homo sapiens sapiens
· “wise wise man”.

In fact we are homo spiritualis – 
· children of God.
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Prayer and busyness

image of Thich Nhat Hanh
Thich Nhat Hanh is a well know Vietnamese Zen Master: 
· holy and wise. 
Apparently just watching him drink tea is an amazing experience.  
He has said 
· “In daily life, there is so much to do and so little time.  You may feel pressured to run all the time.  Just stop!  Touch the ground of the present moment and your will touch peace and joy.” 
One thing that threatens our prayer is the “to do” list.  
I know, practically they are so useful – 

· I make lists all the time.  
But they are hopeless when it comes to stillness.  
Prayer is not something you do; 
· it’s something you are.  
Prayer isn’t something to have on your to do list; 

· it’s a way of life.   
Stillness doesn’t end with being able to cross something off our list;

· it involves waiting on God. 
And nowadays we’re not very good at waiting.  
In prayer, we discover who we really our: 
· children of God; 
· rather than children of the clock 
· or children of the to do list!  

The reason for prayer
image of Rowan Williams (the Archbishop of Canterbury).  
With his beard and eyebrows he looks holy.

He knows a great deal about prayer.  
So I take great comfort that he finds it difficult to find time to pray in the morning when he’s getting his two children ready for school.

He has also said that “prayer is letting God soak in”.  
He was once with a group of children in a school.  
A girl asked him if God speaks to him.  
Rowan said that he doesn’t hear God’s voice like speaking to another person, 
· but he hopes that by spending time with God, 
· his actions and words will be guided by God.

image of C.S. Lewis said, “Prayer doesn’t change God, it changes me.”   
Christians believe that our value as people comes from God.  
In all the business and rush of our lives, 
· in all the expectations we feel bound to live up to, 
· in all that society says about us, 
· our true value comes from God.  
Prayer reminds us of God’s acceptance  
· God’s unconditional love for us 
· that provides a sense of identity and worth that lasts for ever.  
That’s why it’s worth spending time in God’s presence 
· and listening to what God might be saying.
How to pray

So for all of that, how should we pray?
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I asked Kate, my wife, what she would expect to hear in this talk.  

She said, “How to pray and what to pray”.  

If you’re in a relationship 

· it is sensible to listen to your partner’s advice.  

But in this case I want resist.  

I could tell you about different ways of praying.

I could tell you how to use your hand:

· thumbs up is a signal for good things

· we point with our index finger for direction

· our middle finger is the tallest: pray for world leaders

· our ring finger: pray for people we love

· the little finger is the weakest.

That’s one, simple example.

And how to pray and what to pray are important, 

· but I can’t tell you how to pray or what to pray.  

Only you know how you should pray and what you should pray.  

Perhaps you find that strange.  

· “If they can’t tell us how to pray in Genesis, then what good is that?”  

But there are as many ways of praying as there are people in our universe.  

No two people have ever prayed in the say way.  

We could look at different methods for prayer 
· and you could try each of them,
· but you might never pray.

We don’t know much about how Jesus prayed, 
· but we do know that he prayed.  
The Gospels tell us he often went off by himself.   
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When the disciples ask Jesus how to pray,
· he replies with a few simple phrases 
· what we call the Lord’s Prayer.  

· “Father, hallowed by your name.  Your kingdom come.  Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us; and lead us no into temptation.”

Jesus doesn’t tell his disciples to pray for 2 hours a day.  
He simply says, “When you pray, say…”  
If you struggle to pray regularly, 
· you could just say the Lord’s Prayer at the beginning and the end of the day.  
You know I’m impressed by Muslim prayers: 
· five times a day. 
Last week John told us about Christian monks praying 8 times a day!

But notice each time is only a few minutes and simple words. 
It’s not about praying for hours, 
· but about being conscious of God’ presence. 

God who is always with us. 
We just have to tune into God. 
God is always waiting for us.

There’s deeper reason why I resist telling you how to pray: 
· prayer is a relationship.  
For all the prayers that have been written, 
· for all the different body positions 
· and different places you can pray, 
· behind all of that, 
· prayer is a relationship between you and God.  
And every relationship is unique – 
· particularly love affairs.  
But notice that every relationship requires time and effort.  
And if your relationship with God is to deepen 
· then you need to set aside time to be quiet and still and alone with God.  
So many things crowd into our busy lives 
· God all too often gets crowded out.  
But if you have an appointment with a colleague, 
· or a date with a friend, 
· if you have a daily meeting with your boss, 
· you keep that time free of other things.  
It’s the same with God.

As I said earlier, pray is like eating.  
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Like eating, prayer is natural and instinctive.  

Notice that people have different eating patterns:

· some people need to eat 3 square meals a day; 

· some people have one big meal and a few snacks;

· some people have brunch and an early dinner.  

People have different prayer patterns too.  

You need to find the pattern that fits you.  

Don’t feel you have to fit with someone else’s expectation.  

People prefer different types of food.

Some people pray with the Bible, some through nature, some through music, some through written prayers.

Try different foods until you find one that satisfies your hunger.  

And ask God to help as you search.

In the end we learn how to pray by praying.  
Joshua, is my other little boy
He learnt to walk a relatively recently

A stage we all went through.

When he was learning to walk he would pull himself up, 
· holding onto a buggy or table.  
Then, still holding on, he’d move around.  
Babies don’t learn to walk by studying a book about walking.  
They don’t learn to walk by going to an evening class like this!

They learn to walk by walking.

They often fall over.

So they gets up again.
· their perseverance is an example to us all.

Parents are on hand 

· to help them get up again,

· to enjoy their efforts

· and to love them whatever happens.

God does the same when we pray.

Genesis
So far I’ve resisted talking about how prayer might work.

I’ve resisted because if we focus only on that we miss the point of prayer.

Often we think prayer is asking God for things.

In fact, prayer is about us listening to God.

However…
Most people, past and present, don’t have a problem with the idea of God answering prayers.

Perhaps that includes you.

If so be patient with me for a few minutes!

For me, God working in the world is a complicated issue.

Complicated because of my Western, scientific education.
Some people just accept that God can work in the world and leave it at that.

I do believe that God works in the world, but I can’t help ask “how?”
I don’t believe God answers all prayers:

· some prayers are crazy – like asking God to find you a parking space for your car!

God certainly has better things to do than that!

But why are some good prayers answered and others not?
This is one of the great mysteries about prayer.
I believe we can reject some reasons:

· like not enough faith

· or the wrong kind of prayer.

We should reject any theory about prayer that suggests God has favourite people or God is a tyrant.

So how can we think about pray with our scientific understanding?
There are many scientists who pray.

Adoration and wonder is a common experience for scientists like anyone else 
· thanks to scientists we know the Universe is amazing.
Part of the problem is old science. 
The science of Isaac Newton and the 18th century: 
· science that says the world is governed by very strict laws that always apply.  
· Science that says an outside agent, like God, can’t break those rules.  
But science has come a long way since then.  
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Thank God, we now know about things like Chaos Theory and Quantum mechanics.  
I’m no expert, if you want to know details ask John – he’s a physicist.  
But basically these discoveries tell us that the universe is less predictable than we thought.  
At the heart of science now is a mystery.  
Strange, unpredictable things happen.  
The world is more subtle and supple than Newton’s mechanical universe.
God’s actions are within cloudy chaos: 

· they are not discernable by experiment, 
· but more by faith and coincidence. 

It’s not such a strange idea that God might change things in the world.

After all we do all the time: 
· we create; 
· we change the environment.

But why should we pray at all? Doesn’t God know already?

I do think God must get bored with our prayers – our endless requests and talking.
Have you seen Bruce Almighty? 

Bruce has been given God’s powers.

Including hearing everyone’s prayers.

Very soon he can’t stand it any more: the millions of voices in his head.

So he decides that all the prayers should go on yellow post-it notes.

Instantly he and the room he is in are covered in yellow stickers!

A minute ago I said, often we think prayer is asking God for things.

In fact, prayer is about us listening to God.

Like C.S. Lewis said, “Prayer doesn’t change God, it changes me.”   
When we pray we align ourselves with God’s will.
Like bits of metal in a magnetic field.
When we pray we allow God to use us and the freedom we have.

· we can align our will with God’s 
· and since all things are connected, there can be consequences for other people.

It is possible for scientists to pray with complete integrity.

God has created the world in such a way that allows God to work within the rules and affect things.
I’m going to end by talking about a cave I visit regularly…
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You might have been there too.

Anyone can go there.

This place is not far away.

It’s very close.
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It’s a place inside my heart.

It’s like a cave.

At first it seems very dark.

It can be difficult climbing down into the cave.

You have to tread carefully so you don’t slip.

Everything is very dark.

Then you notice in the middle of the cave is a flickering flame.

It’s like a candle in the darkness.

The flame is God’s image within each of us.

As you watch the flame the light grows stronger.

The darkness in your cave starts to retreat.
The light grows stronger and you can see more and more of the cave.

The light becomes so strong that it fills your whole body

and seeps out of every pore.

Your whole being is filled with the peace and love of God.

The cave in your heart is a wonderful place.

It’s a place you can go anytime.

It holds the treasure you seek.
Find the cave within your heart and you find everything.  
