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Preface


For a long time I have wanted to write on the subject of prayer. To do so, however, would have been to commit the sin of presumption. I was not ready. I had more – much more – to learn, to experience. With many subjects it is perfectly acceptable to share one’s wonderings and wanderings, but this is not true with prayer. Prayer ushers us into the Holy of Holies where we bow before the deepest mysteries of the faith, and one fears to touch the Ark. The years have come and gone, and while I am still a novice in the ways of prayer (who can ever master something in which the main object is to be mastered?) I somehow sense the divine nod of approval. Now is the time. And so I am writing, and in my writing I am speaking for all the prayerless persons I have been and all the prayerful persons I hope to become.


Throughout I will be seeking to name our experiences of prayer, a little like Adam in the Garden naming the animals. I hope in this way to define something of the character of our dialogue with God. Countless people, you see, pray far more than they know. Often they have such a ‘stained-glass’ image of prayer that they fail to recognize what they are experiencing as prayer and so condemn themselves for not praying. And so I trust that many passages in this book will be instantly recognizable to you – making you think, ‘Of course! I’ve experienced that!’ By naming our experiences, I hope to increase our understanding of what God is doing among us so we can be more intentional in our practice.


I should, at the outset, comment on the special linguistic problem in addressing God. The personal pronoun is one expression of this, and attempts to solve this problem with dashes and slashes are semantically awkward and aesthetically abhorrent. I have, therefore, chosen to follow the standard usage of the masculine pronoun although I am keenly aware of the inadequacies of this approach. I am the first to admit that our language is simply limited here. Clearly, God incorporates and transcends our categories of sexuality – that is, God is not a male deity as opposed to a female deity.


Actually Jesus’ use of ‘Abba praying’ was an inclusive action. By the use of the diminutive for ‘father’ Jesus reveals that our relationship with God involves not only the strength and empowerment commonly identified with masculinity, but also the nurture and caring intimacy often associated with feminity.


A brief note about the structure of this book might be useful. Without pressing the analogy too far, it is helpful to see that the three movements into prayer are trinitarian in character. The movement inward (Part I) is prayer to God the Son, Jesus Christ, which corresponds to his role as Saviour and Teacher among us. The movement upward (Part II) is prayer to God the Father, which corresponds to his role as sovereign King and eternal Lover among us. The movement outward (Part III) is prayer to God the Holy Spirit, which corresponds to his role as Empowerer and Evangelist among us. The movement inward comes first simply because God has revealed himself to us most fully and most clearly in Jesus Christ.


One small word of counsel before we strike out on this disciplined journey into the holy place: healthy prayer necessitates frequent experiences of the common, earthy, run-of-the-mill variety. Like walks, and talks, and good wholesome laughter. Like work in the yard, and chitchat with the neighbours, and washing windows. Like loving our spouse, and playing with our kids, and working with our colleagues. To be spiritually fit to scale the Himalayas of the spirit we need regular exercise in the hills and valleys of ordinary life.


Richard J. Foster
January 1, 1992




Coming Home:
An Invitation to Prayer


True, whole prayer is nothing but love.


– St Augustine


God has graciously allowed me to catch a glimpse into his heart, and I want to share with you what I have seen. Today the heart of God is an open wound of love. He aches over our distance and preoccupation. He mourns that we do not draw near to him. He grieves that we have forgotten him. He weeps over our obsession with muchness and manyness. He longs for our presence.


And he is inviting you – and me – to come home, to come home to where we belong, to come home to that for which we were created. His arms are stretched out wide to receive us. His heart is enlarged to take us in.


For too long we have been in a far country: a country of noise and hurry and crowds, a country of climb and push and shove, a country of frustration and fear and intimidation. And he welcomes us home: home to serenity and peace and joy, home to friendship and fellowship and openness, home to intimacy and acceptance and affirmation.


We do not need to be shy. He invites us into the living-room of his heart where we can put on old slippers and share freely. He invites us into the kitchen of his friendship where chatter and batter mix in good fun. He invites us into the dining-room of his strength, where we can feast to our heart’s delight. He invites us into the study of his wisdom where we can learn and grow and stretch . . . and ask all the questions we want. He invites us into the workshop of his creativity, where we can be co-labourers with him, working together to determine the outcomes of events. He invites us into the bedroom of his rest where new peace is found, and where we can be naked and vulnerable and free. It is also the place of deepest intimacy, where we know and are known to the fullest.


THE KEY AND THE DOOR


The key to this home, this heart of God, is prayer. Perhaps you have never prayed before except in anguish or terror. It may be that the only time the Divine Name has been on your lips has been in angry expletives. Never mind. I am here to tell you that the Father’s heart is open wide – you are welcome to come in.


Perhaps you do not believe in prayer. You may have tried to pray and been profoundly disappointed . . . and disillusioned. You seem to have little faith, or none. It does not matter. The Father’s heart is open wide – you are welcome to come in.


Perhaps you are bruised and broken by the pressures of life. Others have wronged you and you feel scarred for life. You have old, painful memories that have never been healed. You avoid prayer because you feel too distant, too unworthy, too defiled. Do not despair. The Father’s heart is open wide – you are welcome to come in.


Perhaps you have prayed for many years but the words have grown brittle and cold. Little ever happens any more. God seems remote and inaccessible. Listen to me. The Father’s heart is open wide – you are welcome to come in.


Perhaps prayer is the delight of your life. You have lived in the divine milieu for a long time and can attest to its goodness. But you long for more: more power, more love, more of God in your life. Believe me. The Father’s heart is open wide – you too are welcome to come higher up and deeper in.


If the key is prayer, the door is Jesus Christ. How good of God to provide us a way into his heart. He knows that we are stiff-necked and hard-hearted, so he has provided a means of entrance. Jesus, the Christ, lived a perfect life, died in our place, and rose victorious over all the dark powers so that we might live through him. This is wonderfully good news. No longer do we have to stand outside, barred from nearness to God by our rebellion. We may now enter through the door of God’s grace and mercy in Jesus Christ.


THE SYNTAX OF PRAYER


This book is written to help you explore this ‘many splendoured’ heart of God. It is not about definitions of prayer or terminology for prayer or arguments about prayer, though all of these have their place. Nor is it about methods and techniques of prayer, though I am sure we will discuss both. No, this book is about a love relationship: an enduring, continuing, growing love relationship with the great God of the universe. And overwhelming love invites a response. Loving is the syntax of prayer. To be effective pray-ers, we need to be effective lovers. In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner Samuel Coleridge declares, ‘He prayeth well, who loveth well.’1 Coleridge, of course, got this idea from the Bible, for its pages breathe the language of divine love. Real prayer comes not from gritting our teeth but from falling in love. This is why the great literature on prayer is frankly and wonderfully erotic. ‘The Trinity,’ writes Juliana of Norwich, ‘is our everlasting lover.’2 ‘O my love!’ exclaims Richard Rolle. ‘O my Honey! O my Harp! O my psalter and canticle all the day! When will you heal my grief? O root of my heart, when will you come to me?’3 ‘Jesus, Lover of my soul,’ pleads Charles Wesley. ‘Let me to thy bosom fly.’4


One day a friend of mine was walking through a shopping mall with his two-year-old son. The child was in a particularly cantankerous mood, fussing and fuming. The frustrated father tried everything to quiet his son but nothing seemed to help. The child simply would not obey. Then, under some special inspiration, the father scooped up his son and, holding him close to his chest, began singing an impromptu love song. None of the words rhymed. He sang off key. And yet, as best he could, this father began sharing his heart. ‘I love you,’ he sang. ‘I’m so glad you’re my boy. You make me happy. I like the way you laugh.’ On they went from one store to the next. Quietly the father continued singing off key and making up words that did not rhyme. The child relaxed and became still, listening to this strange and wonderful song. Finally, they finished shopping and went to the car. As the father opened the door and prepared to buckle his son into the car seat, the child lifted his head and said simply, ‘Sing it to me again, Daddy! Sing it to me again!’5


Prayer is a little like that. With simplicity of heart we allow ourselves to be gathered up into the arms of the Father and let him sing his love song over us.


Dear God, I am so grateful for your invitation to enter your heart of love. As best I can I come in. Thank you for receiving me.


– Amen.




PART I


Moving Inward: Seeking the
Transformation We Need


To pray is to change. This is a great grace. How good of God to provide a path whereby our lives can be taken over by love and joy and peace and patience and kindness and goodness and faithfulness and gentleness and self-control.


The movement inward comes first because without interior transformation the movement up into God’s glory would overwhelm us and the movement out into ministry would destroy us.


A disciple once came to Abba Joseph saying, ‘Father, according as I am able, I keep my little rule, my little fast, and my little prayer. And according as I am able I strive to cleanse my mind of all evil thoughts and my heart of all evil intents. Now, what more should I do?’ Abba Joseph rose up and stretched out his hands to heaven, and his fingers became like ten lamps of fire. He answered, ‘Why not be totally changed into fire?’
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Simple Prayer


Pray as you can, not as you can’t.


– Dom Chapman


We today yearn for prayer and hide from prayer. We are attracted to it and repelled by it. We believe prayer is something we should do, even something we want to do; but it seems as if a chasm stands between us and actually praying. We experience the agony of prayerlessness.


We are not quite sure what holds us back. Of course we are busy with work and family obligations, but that is only a smoke screen. Our busyness seldom keeps us from eating or sleeping or making love. No, there is something deeper, more profound keeping us in check. In reality, there are any number of ‘somethings’ preventing us, all of which we will explore in due time. But for now there is one ‘something’ that needs immediate attention. It is the notion – almost universal among us modern high achievers – that we have to have everything ‘just right’ in order to pray. That is, before we can really pray, our lives need some fine tuning, or we need to know more about how to pray, or we need to study the philosophical questions surrounding prayer, or we need to have a better grasp of the great traditions of prayer. And on it goes.


It isn’t that these are wrong concerns or that there is never a time to deal with them. But we are starting from the wrong end of things – putting the cart before the horse. Our problem is that we assume prayer is something to master the way we master algebra or motor mechanics. That puts us in the ‘on top’ position, where we are competent and in control. But when praying we come ‘underneath’, where we calmly and deliberately surrender control and become incompetent. ‘To pray,’ writes Emilie Griffin, ‘means to be willing to be naïve.’1


I used to think that I needed to get all my motives straightened out before I could pray, really pray. I would be in some prayer group, for example, and I would examine what I had just prayed and think to myself, ‘How utterly foolish and self-centred; I can’t pray this way!’ And so I would determine never to pray again until my motives were pure. You understand, I did not want to be a hypocrite. I knew that God is holy and righteous. I knew that prayer is no magic incantation. I knew that I must not use God for my own ends. But the practical effect of all this internal soul-searching was to completely paralyse my ability to pray.


The truth of the matter is, we all come to prayer with a tangled mass of motives – altruistic and selfish, merciful and hateful, loving and bitter. Frankly, this side of eternity we will never unravel the good from the bad, the pure from the impure. But what I have come to see is that God is big enough to receive us with all our mixture. We do not have to be bright, or pure, or filled with faith, or anything. That is what grace means, and not only are we saved by grace, we live by it as well. And we pray by it.


Jesus reminds us that prayer is a little like children coming to their parents. Our children come to us with the craziest requests at times. Often we are grieved by the meanness and selfishness of their requests, but we would be all the more grieved if they never came to us even with their meanness and selfishness. We are simply glad that they do come – mixed motives and all.


This is precisely how it is with prayer. We will never have pure enough motives, or be good enough, or know enough in order to pray rightly. We simply must set all these things aside and begin praying. In fact, it is in the very act of prayer itself – the intimate, ongoing interaction with God – that these matters are cared for in due time.


JUST AS WE ARE


What I am trying to say is that God receives us just as we are and accepts our prayers just as they are. In the same way that a small child cannot draw a bad picture so a child of God cannot offer a bad prayer. So we are brought to the most basic, the most primary form of prayer: Simple Prayer. Let me describe it for you. In Simple Prayer we bring ourselves before God just as we are, warts and all. Like children before a loving father, we open our hearts and make our requests. We do not try to sort things out, the good from the bad. We simply and unpretentiously share our concerns and make our petitions. We tell God, for example, how frustrated we are with the co-worker at the office or the neighbour down the road. We ask for food, favourable weather, and good health.


In a very real sense we are the focus of Simple Prayer. Our needs, our wants, our concerns dominate our prayer experience. Our prayers are shot through with plenty of pride, conceit, vanity, pretentiousness, haughtiness and general all-around egocentricity. No doubt there are also magnanimity, generosity, unselfishness and universal goodwill.


We make mistakes – lots of them; we sin; we fall down, often, but each time we get up and begin again. We pray again. We seek to follow God again. And again our insolence and self-indulgence defeat us. Never mind. We confess and begin again . . . and again . . . and again. In fact, sometimes Simple Prayer is called the ‘Prayer of Beginning Again’.


Simple Prayer is the most common form of prayer in the Bible. There is little that is lofty or magnanimous about the faith heroes who journey across the pages of Scripture. Think of Moses complaining to God about his stiff-necked and erstwhile followers: ‘Why have I not found favour in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me? Did I conceive all this people? Did I give birth to them, that you should say to me, “Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a sucking child,” to the land that you promised on oath to their ancestors?’ (Num. 11:11b–12). Or consider Elisha retaliating against the children who had jeered at him, calling him a ‘baldhead’: ‘He cursed them in the name of the Lord. Then two she-bears came out of the woods and mauled forty-two of the boys’ (2 Kings 2:24). And then there is the Psalmist delighting in the violent death of the babies of his enemies: ‘Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them against the rock!’ (Ps. 137:9).


Yet right in the midst of all this self-serving prayer are some of the most noble and sublime utterances of the human spirit. Think of Moses interceding before God on behalf of a stubborn and disobedient Israel: ‘But now, if you will only forgive their sin – but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written’ (Exod. 32:32). Or consider this same Elisha who had cursed the children, on another day showing mercy to a barren woman of Shunem and prophesying over her: ‘At this season, in due time, you shall embrace a son’ (2 Kings 4:16). Or look into the heart of the Psalmist crying out to Yahweh, ‘Oh, how I love your law! It is my meditation all day long’ (Ps. 119:97). In Simple Prayer the good, the bad, and the ugly are all mixed together.


Simple Prayer is found throughout Scripture. Abraham prayed this way, as did Joseph, Joshua, Hannah, David, Gideon, Ruth, Peter, James, John, and a host of other biblical luminaries.


Simple Prayer involves ordinary people bringing ordinary concerns to a loving and compassionate Father. There is no pretence in Simple Prayer. We do not pretend to be more holy, more pure, or more saintly than we actually are. We do not try to conceal our conflicting and contradictory motives from God – or ourselves. And in this posture we pour out our heart to the God who is greater than our heart and who knows all things (1 John 3:20).


Simple Prayer is beginning prayer. It is the prayer of children and yet we will return to it again and again. St Teresa of Avila notes, ‘There is no stage of prayer so sublime that it isn’t necessary to return often to the beginning.’2 Jesus, for example, calls us to Simple Prayer when he urges us to ask for daily bread. As John Dalrymple rightly observes, ‘We never outgrow this kind of prayer, because we never outgrow the needs which give rise to it.’3


There is a temptation, especially by the ‘sophisticated’, to despise this most elementary way of praying. They seek to skip over Simple Prayer in the hopes of advancing to more ‘mature’ expressions of prayer. They smile at the egotistical asking, asking, asking of so many. Grandly they speak of avoiding ‘self-centred prayer’ in favour of ‘other-centred prayer’. What these people fail to see, however, is that Simple Prayer is necessary, even essential, to the spiritual life. The only way we move beyond ‘self-centred prayer’ (if indeed we do) is by going through it, not by making a detour round it.


Those who think they can leap over Simple Prayer deceive themselves. Most likely they themselves have not prayed. They may have discussed prayer, analysed prayer, even written books about prayer, but it is highly unlikely that they have actually prayed. But when we pray, genuinely pray, the real condition of our heart is revealed. This is as it should be. This is when God truly begins to work with us. The adventure is just beginning.


BEGINNING WHERE WE ARE


Up to this point we have been describing Simple Prayer. That is theory. But we must move beyond theory to ask the question for which all that has gone before is a prelude. How do we practise Simple Prayer? What do we do? Where do we begin?


Very simply, we begin right where we are: in our families, at our jobs, with our neighbours and friends. Now, I wish this did not sound so trivial because on the practical level of knowing God it is the most profound truth we will ever hear. To believe that God can reach us and bless us in the ordinary junctures of daily life is the stuff of prayer. But we want to throw this away, so hard is it for us to believe that God would enter our space. ‘God can’t bless me here,’ we moan. ‘When I graduate . . .’ ‘When I’m the chairman of the board . . .’ ‘When I’m the president of the company . . .’ ‘When I’m the senior pastor . . . then God can bless me.’ But you see, the only place God can bless us is where we are, because that is the only place we are!


Do you remember Moses at the burning bush? God had to tell him to take off his shoes – he did not know he was on holy ground. And if we can just come to see that where we are is holy ground – in our jobs and homes, with our co-workers and friends and families – this is where we learn to pray.


In the most natural and simple way possible we learn to pray our experiences by taking up the ordinary events of everyday life and giving them to God. Perhaps we have a crushing failure that gives us more than one sleepless night. Well, we pace the floor with God, telling him of our hurt and our pain and our disappointment. ‘Why me?’ we cry out, ‘why me?’ for frustration and tears and anger are also the language of Simple Prayer. We invite God to walk with us as we grieve the loss of our dream. Maybe the offhand remark of a neighbour triggers a whole explosion of emotions within us: anger, jealousy, fear. Very well, we speak frankly and honestly with God about what is happening and ask him to help us see the hurt behind the emotion.


We should feel perfectly free to complain to God, or argue with God, or yell at God. The prophet Jeremiah once shouted out, ‘You have seduced me, Yahweh, and I have let myself be seduced; you have overpowered me: you were the stronger. I am a daily laughing-stock, everybody’s butt’ (Jer. 20:7, JB). And I can well imagine that Jeremiah shook his fist to heaven as he spoke! God is perfectly capable of handling our anger and frustration and disappointment. C. S. Lewis counsels us to ‘lay before him what is in us, not what ought to be in us’.4


We must never believe the lie which says that the details of our lives are not the proper content of prayer. For example, we may have been taught that prayer is a sublime and otherworldly activity; that in prayer we are to talk to God about God. As a result we are inclined to view our experiences as distractions and intrusions into proper prayer. This is an ethereal, decarnate spirituality. We, on the other hand, worship a God who was born in a smelly stable, who walked this earth in blood, sweat, and tears, but who nevertheless lived in perpetual responsiveness to the heavenly Monitor.


And so I urge you: carry on an ongoing conversation with God about the daily stuff of life, a little like Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof.* For now, do not worry about ‘proper’ praying, just talk to God. Share your hurts; share your sorrows; share your joys – freely and openly. God listens in compassion and love, just as we do when our children come to us. He delights in our presence. When we do this we will discover something of inestimable value. We will discover that by praying we learn to pray.


COUNSELS ALONG THE WAY


I would like to give a few beginning words of counsel as we start on this studied adventure into prayer. My first counsel is simply a reminder that prayer is nothing more than an ongoing and growing love relationship with God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This is especially true with Simple Prayer. Here no one has any advantage. The bruised and broken enter Simple Prayer as freely as the healthy and wealthy. Madame Guyon writes:


This way of prayer, this simple relationship to your Lord, is so suited for everyone; it is just as suited for the dull and the ignorant as it is for the well-educated. This prayer, this experience which begins so simply, has as its end a totally abandoned love to the Lord. Only one thing is required – Love.5


Second, as we begin, we must never be discouraged by our lack of prayer. Even in our prayerlessness we can hunger for God. If so, the hunger is itself prayer. ‘The desire for prayer,’ writes Mary Clare Vincent, ‘is prayer, the prayer of desire.’6 In time the desire will lead to practice, and practice will increase the desire. When we cannot pray, we let God be our prayer. Nor should we be frightened by the hardness of our heart: prayer will soften it. We give even our lack of prayer to God.


An opposite but equally important counsel is to let go of trying too hard to pray. Some people work at the business of praying with such intensity that they get spiritual indigestion. There is a principle of progression in the spiritual life. We do not take occasional joggers and put them in a marathon race, and we must not do that with prayer either. The desert mothers and fathers spoke of the sin of ‘spiritual greed’, that is, wanting more of God than can be digested. If prayer is not a fixed habit with you, instead of starting with twelve hours of prayer-filled dialogue, single out a few moments and put all your energy into them. When you have had enough, tell God simply, ‘I must have a rest; I have no strength to be with you all the time.’ This, by the way, is perfectly true, and God knows that you are still not capable of bearing his company continuously. Besides, even the most spiritually advanced – perhaps especially the most spiritually advanced – need frequent times of laughter and play and good fun.


I now want to give a counsel that may sound strange. It is that we should learn to pray even while we are dwelling on evil. Perhaps we are waging an interior battle over anger, or lust, or pride, or greed, or ambition. We need not isolate these things from prayer. Instead we talk to God about what is going on inside, that we know displeases him. We lift even our disobedience into the arms of the Father; he is strong enough to carry the weight. Sin, to be sure, separates us from God, but trying to hide our sin separates us all the more. ‘The Lord,’ writes Emilie Griffin, ‘loves us – perhaps most of all – when we fail and try again.’7


Finally, I would suggest that in the beginning it is wise to strive for uneventful prayer experiences.8 Divine revelations and ecstasies can overwhelm us and distract us from the real work of prayer. Our approach needs to be more like that of the Psalmist, who sought to avoid ‘marvels beyond my scope. Enough for me to keep my soul tranquil and quiet like a child in its mother’s arms’ (Ps. 131:1–2, JB). Besides, if we are unaccustomed to it, just slipping quietly into the presence of God can be so exotic and fresh that it delights us enormously.


THE CONVERSION OF THE HEART


Simple Prayer is often ignored in many of the books written about prayer. I have often wondered why this is so. Perhaps it is because devout writers fear the self-centred aspects of Simple Prayer. To focus so much on the ‘self’ can easily lead to selfishness and narcissism. Further, we are always in danger of rationalizing and manipulating our experiences so that we hear only what we want to hear. We may in the end become so consumed with ourselves that we lose sight of God altogether and end up worshipping ‘the creature rather than the Creator’, as Paul put it (Rom. 1:25).


It is a legitimate concern. The dangers are all too real. But as Joseph Schmidt notes, ‘They are dangers on the right road. We must move with some caution but not turn back.’9 Nor shall we turn back. Seeking divine protection, we venture forward with honesty and openness.


In the beginning we are indeed the subject and the centre of our prayers. But in God’s time and in God’s way a Copernican revolution takes place in our heart. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, there is a shift in our centre of gravity. We pass from thinking of God as part of our life to the realization that we are part of his life. Wondrously and mysteriously God moves from the periphery of our prayer experience to the centre. A conversion of the heart takes place, a transformation of the spirit. This wonderful work of Divine Grace is the major burden of this book, and it is to this that we must now turn our attention.


Dear Jesus, how desperately I need to learn to pray. And yet, when I am honest I know that I often do not even want to pray.


I am distracted!


I am stubborn!


I am self-centred!


In your mercy, Jesus, bring my ‘want-er’ more in line with my ‘need-er’ so that I can come to want what I need.


In your name and for your sake, I pray.


– Amen.


*Tevye’s prayers, by the by, appeal to us precisely because they are Simple Prayer. There is no better example of this than his song, ‘If I Were a Rich Man’, in which he prays the question many of us wish we could ask the Almighty, ‘Lord, Who made the lion and the lamb/You decreed I should be what I am/Would it spoil some vast, eternal plan/If I were a wealthy man?’
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Prayer of the Forsaken


To come to the pleasure you have not you must go by a way in which you enjoy not.


– St John of the Cross


There is no more plaintive or heartfelt prayer than the cry of Jesus: ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:46b, KJV). Jesus’ experience on the cross was, of course, utterly unique and unrepeatable for he was taking into himself the sin of the world. But in our own way you and I will pray this Prayer of the Forsaken if we seek the intimacy of perpetual communion with the Father. Times of seeming desertion and absence and abandonment appear to be universal among those who have walked this path of faith before us. We might just as well get used to the idea that, sooner or later, we too will know what it means to feel forsaken by God.


The old writers spoke of this reality as Deus Absconditus – the God who is hidden. Almost instinctively you understand the experience they were describing, do you not? Have you ever tried to pray and felt nothing, saw nothing, sensed nothing? Has it ever seemed as if your prayers did no more than bounce off the ceiling and ricochet around an empty room? Have there been times when you desperately needed some word of assurance, some demonstration of divine presence, and you got nothing?


Sometimes God seems to be hidden from us. We do everything we know. We pray. We serve. We worship. We live as faithfully as we can. And still there is nothing . . . nothing! It feels as if we are ‘beating on heaven’s door with bruised knuckles in the dark’, to use the words of George Buttrick.1


I am sure you understand that when I speak of the absence of God, I am talking not about a true absence but rather a sense of absence. God is always present with us – we know that theologically – but there are times when he withdraws our consciousness of his presence.


But these theological niceties are of little help to us when we enter the Sahara of the heart. Here we experience real spiritual desolation. We feel abandoned by friends, spouse and God. Every hope evaporates the moment we reach for it. Every dream dies the moment we try to realize it. We question, we doubt, we struggle. Nothing helps. We pray and the words seem empty. We turn to the Bible and find it meaningless. We turn to music and it fails to move us. We seek the fellowship of other Christians and discover only backbiting, selfishness and egoism.


The biblical metaphor for these experiences of forsakenness is the desert. It is an apt image for we do indeed feel dry, barren, parched. With the Psalmist we cry out, ‘I call all day, my God, but you never answer’ (Ps. 22:2). In fact, we begin to wonder if there is a God to answer.


These experiences of abandonment and desertion have come and will come to us all. Therefore it is good to see if anything helpful can be said as we face the barren wasteland of God’s absence.


A MAJOR HIGHWAY


The first word that should be spoken is one of encouragement. We are not on a rabbit trail, but a major highway. Many have travelled this way before us. Think of Moses exiled from Egypt’s splendour, waiting year after silent year for God to deliver his people. Think of the Psalmist’s plaintive cry to God, ‘Why have you forgotten me?’ (Ps. 42:9). Think of Elijah in a desolate cave keeping a lonely vigil over wind and earthquake and fire. Think of Jeremiah lowered down into a dungeon well until he ‘sank in the mire’. Think of Mary’s solitary vigil at Golgotha. Think of those solitary words atop Golgotha, ‘My God, my God, why . . . why . . . why?’


Christians down through the centuries have witnessed the same experience. St John of the Cross named it ‘the dark night of the soul’. An anonymous English writer identified it as ‘the cloud of unknowing’. Jean-Pierre de Caussade called it ‘the dark night of faith’. George Fox said simply, ‘When it was day I wished for night, and when it was night I wished for day.’2 Be encouraged – you and I are in good company.


In addition I want you to know that to be faced with the ‘withering winds of God’s hiddenness’3 does not mean that God is displeased with you, or that you are insensitive to the work of God’s Spirit, or that you have committed some horrendous offence against heaven, or that there is something wrong with you, or anything. Darkness is a definite experience of prayer. It is to be expected, even embraced.


TAILOR-MADE JOURNEY


The second thing that can be said about our experience of abandonment is that every faith journey is tailor-made. Our sense of God’s absence does not come to us in any present timetable. We cannot simply draw some universal road map that everyone will be able to follow.


It is true that those in the first flush of faith are often given unusual graces of the Spirit, just as a new baby is cuddled and pampered. It is also true that some of the deepest experiences of alienation and separation from God have come to those who have travelled far into the interior realms of faith. But we can enter the bleak deserts of barrenness and the dark canyons of anguish at any number of points in our sojourn.


Since there is no special sequence in the life of prayer, we simply do not move from one stage to the next knowing, for example, that at stages five and twelve we will experience abandonment by God. Of course, it would be much easier if that were the case, but then we would be describing a mechanical arrangement rather than a living relationship.


A LIVING RELATIONSHIP


That is the next thing that should be said about our sense of the absence of God, namely that we are entering into a living relationship that begins and develops in mutual freedom. God grants us perfect freedom because he desires creatures who freely choose to be in relationship with him. Through the Prayer of the Forsaken we are learning to give to God the same freedom. Relationships of this kind can never be manipulated or forced.


If we could make the Creator of heaven and earth instantly appear at our beck and call, we would not be in communion with the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. We do that with objects, with things, with idols. But God, the great iconoclast, is constantly smashing our false images of who he is and what he is like.


Can you see how our very sense of the absence of God is, therefore, an unsuspected grace? In the very act of hiddenness God is slowly weaning us from fashioning him in our own image. Like Aslan, the Christ figure in The Chronicles of Narnia, God is wild and free and comes at will. By refusing to be a puppet on our string or a genie in our bottle, God frees us from our false, idolatrous images.


Besides, we should probably be thankful that God does not always present himself whenever we wish, because we might not be able to endure such a meeting. Often in the Bible people were scared out of their wits when they encountered the living God. ‘Do not let God speak to us, or we will die,’ pleaded the children of Israel (Exod. 20:19). At times this should be our plea as well.


ANATOMY OF AN ABSENCE


Allow me to share with you a time when I entered the Prayer of the Forsaken. By every outward standard things were going well. Publishers wanted me to write for them. Speaking invitations were too numerous and too gracious. Yet through a series of events it seemed clear to me that God wanted me to retreat from public activity. In essence God said, ‘Keep quiet!’ And so I did. I stopped all public speaking, I stopped all writing and I waited. At the time this began I did not know if I would ever speak or write again – I rather thought I would not. As it turned out, this fast from public life lasted about eighteen months.


I waited in silence. And God was silent too. I joined in the Psalmist’s query: ‘How long will you hide your face from me?’ (Ps. 13:1). The answer I got: nothing. Absolutely nothing! There were no sudden revelations. No penetrating insights. Not even gentle assurances. Nothing.


Have you ever been there? Perhaps for you it was the tragic death of a child or spouse that plunged you into the desolate desert of God’s absence. Maybe it was a crisis in marriage or vocation, or a failure in business. It may have been none of these. There may have been no dramatic event at all – you simply slipped from the warm glow of intimate communion to the icy cold of . . . nothing. At least ‘nothing’ is how it feels . . . well, actually there is no feeling at all. It is as if all feelings have gone into hibernation. (You see how I am struggling for the language to describe this experience of abandonment, for words are fragmentary approximations at best, but if you have been there, you understand what I mean.)


As I mentioned earlier this discipline of silence lasted some eighteen months. It ended finally and simply with gentle assurances that it was time to re-enter the public square.


THE PURIFYING SILENCE


As best I can discern, the silence of God month after weary month was a purifying silence. I say ‘as best I can discern’ because the purifying was not dramatic or even recognizable at the time. It was a little bit like when you do not realize that a child has grown until you measure her against the mark on the hall door from last year.


St John of the Cross says that two purifications occur in the dark night of the soul, and in some measure I experienced both. The first involves stripping us of dependence upon exterior results. We find ourselves less and less impressed with the religion of the ‘big deal’ – big buildings, big budgets, big productions, big miracles. Not that there is anything wrong with big things, but they are no longer what impress us. Nor are we drawn towards praise and adulation. Not that there is anything wrong with kind and gracious remarks, but they are no longer what move us.


Then, too, we become deadened to that impressive corpus of religious response to God. Liturgical practices, sacramental symbols, aids to prayer, books on personal fulfilment, private devotional exercises – all of these become as mere ashes in our hands. Not that there is anything wrong with acts of devotion, but they are no longer what fascinate us.


The final stripping of dependence upon exterior results comes as we become less in control of our destiny, and more at the mercy of others. St John calls this the ‘Passive Dark Night’. It is the condition of Peter who once girded himself and went where he wanted but in time found that others girded him and took him where he did not want to go (John 21:18–19).


For me the greatest value in my lack of control was the intimate and ultimate awareness that I could not manage God. God refused to jump when I said ‘Jump!’ Neither by theological acumen nor by religious technique could I conquer God. God was, in fact, to conquer me.


The second purifying of St John involves stripping us of dependence upon interior results. This is more disturbing and painful than the first purification because it threatens us at the root of all we believe in and have given ourselves to. In the beginning we become less and less sure of the inner workings of the Spirit. It is not that we disbelieve in God, but more profoundly we wonder what kind of God we believe in. Is God good and intent upon our goodness, or is God cruel, sadistic and a tyrant?


We discover that the workings of faith, hope and love become themselves subject to doubt. Our personal motivations become suspect. We worry whether this act or that thought is inspired by fear, vanity and arrogance rather than faith, hope and love.


Like a frightened child we walk cautiously through the dark mists that now surround the Holy of Holies. We become tentative and unsure of ourselves. Nagging questions assail us with a force they never had before. ‘Is prayer only a psychological trick?’ ‘Does evil ultimately win out?’ ‘Is there any real meaning in the universe?’ ‘Does God really love me?’


Through all of this, paradoxically, God is purifying our faith by threatening to destroy it. We are led to a profound and holy distrust of all superficial drives and human strivings. We know more deeply than ever before our capacity for infinite self-deception. Slowly we are being taken off vain securities and false allegiances. Our trust in all exterior and interior results is being shattered so that we can learn faith in God alone. Through our barrenness of soul God is producing detachment, humility, patience, perseverance.


Most surprising of all, our very dryness produces the habit of prayer in us. All distractions are gone. Even all warm fellowship has disappeared. We have become focused. The soul is parched. And thirsty. And this thirst can lead us to prayer. I say ‘can’ because it can also lead us to despair or simply to abandon the search.


THE PRAYER OF COMPLAINT


This brings us to the issue of what we do during these times of abandonment. Is there any kind of prayer in which we can engage when we feel forsaken? Yes – we can begin by praying the Prayer of Complaint. This is a form of prayer that has been largely lost in our modern, sanitized religion, but the Bible abounds with it.


The best way I know to relearn this time-honoured approach to God is by praying that part of the Psalter traditionally known as the ‘Lament Psalms’.4 The ancient singers really knew how to complain, and their words of anguish and frustration can guide our lips into the prayer we dare not pray alone. They expressed reverence and disappointment: ‘God whom I praise, break your silence’ (Ps. 109:1, JB). They experienced dogged hope and mounting despair: ‘I am here, calling for your help, praying to you every morning: why do you reject me? Why do you hide your face from me?’ (Ps. 88:13–14, JB). They had confidence in the character of God and exasperation at the inaction of God: ‘I say to God, my rock, “Why have you forgotten me?” ’ (Ps. 42:9).


The Lament Psalms teach us to pray our inner conflicts and contradictions. They allow us to shout out our forsakenness in the dark caverns of abandonment and then hear the echo return to us over and over until we bitterly recant them, only to shout them out again. They give us permission to shake our fist at God one moment and break into doxology the next.


SHORT DARTS OF LONGING LOVE


A second thing we can do when we are buffeted by the silence of God is to beat upon the cloud of unknowing ‘with a short dart of longing love’.5 We may not see the end from the beginning but we keep on doing what we know to do. We pray, we listen, we worship, we carry out the duty of the present moment. What we learned to do in the light of God’s love, we also do in the dark of God’s absence. We ask and continue to ask even though there is no answer. We seek and continue to seek even though we do not find. We knock and continue to knock even though the door remains shut.


It is this constant, longing love that produces a firmness of life orientation in us. We love God more than the gifts God brings. Like Job, we serve God even if he slays us. Like Mary, we say freely, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word’ (Luke 1:38). This is a wonderful grace.


TRUST PRECEDES FAITH


I would like to offer one more counsel to those who find themselves devoid of the presence of God. It is this: wait on God. Wait, silent and still. Wait, attentive and responsive. Learn that trust precedes faith. Faith is a little like putting your car into gear, and right now you cannot exercise faith, you cannot move forward. Do not berate yourself for this. But when you are unable to put your spiritual life into drive, do not put it into reverse; put it into neutral. Trust is how you put your spiritual life in neutral. Trust is confidence in the character of God. Firmly and deliberately you say, ‘I do not understand what God is doing or even where God is, but I know that he is out to do me good.’ This is trust. This is how to wait.


I do not fully understand the reasons for the wildernesses of God’s absence. This I do know; while the wilderness is necessary, it is never meant to be permanent. In God’s time and in God’s way the desert will give way to a land flowing with milk and honey. And as we wait for that promised land of the soul, we can echo the prayer of Bernard of Clairvaux, ‘O my God, deep calls unto deep (Ps. 42:7). The deep of my profound misery calls to the deep of your infinite mercy.’6


GOD, WHERE ARE YOU!? What have I done to make you hide from me? Are you playing cat and mouse with me or are your purposes larger than my perceptions? I feel alone, lost, forsaken.


You are the God who specializes in revealing yourself. You showed yourself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. When Moses wanted to know what you looked like, you obliged him. Why them and not me?


I am tired of praying. I am tired of asking. I am tired of waiting. But I will keep on praying and asking and waiting because I have nowhere else to go.


Jesus, you too knew the loneliness of the desert and the isolation of the cross. And it is through your forsaken prayer that I speak these words.


– Amen.
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The Prayer of Examen


Prayer is the inner bath of love into which the soul plunges itself.


– St John Vianney


How very strange that the Prayer of Examen* has been lost to us in an age of obsessive introspection. It is actually possible today for people to go to church services week in and week out for years without having a single experience of spiritual examen. What a tragedy! What a loss! No wonder people today are weak. No wonder they are barely hanging on.


How much richer and fuller is the biblical witness. The Psalmist declares, ‘Yahweh, you examine me and know me’ (Ps. 139:1, JB). King David – who ought to know – witnesses, ‘The Lord searches every mind, and understands every plan and thought’ (1 Chron. 28:9). And the Apostle Paul reminds us that ‘the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God’ (1 Cor. 2:10). And on it goes. These folk of faith knew the examen of God, and they experienced it not as a dreadful thing but as something of immeasurable strength and empowerment.


So what is this Prayer of Examen? It has two basic aspects, like the two sides of a door. The first is an examen of consciousness through which we discover how God has been present to us throughout the day and how we have responded to his loving presence. The second aspect is an examen of conscience in which we uncover those areas that need cleansing, purifying and healing. It may be helpful to look at these two aspects separately.


THE REMEMBRANCE OF LOVE


In the examen of consciousness we prayerfully reflect on the thoughts, feelings and actions of our days to see how God has been at work among us and how we responded. We consider, for example, whether the boisterous neighbour of last night was more than just a rude interruption of a quiet evening. Maybe, just maybe, he was the voice of God urging us to be attentive to the pain and loneliness of those around us. Perhaps in the glorious sunrise of this morning God was shouting out to us his love of beauty and inviting us to share in it, but we were too sleepy or distracted to participate. Maybe we responded to the Divine Whisper to write a letter or call a friend on the telephone, and the results of our simple obedience were nothing short of startling.


The examen of consciousness is the means God uses to make us more aware of our surroundings. Recently I sat next to a student from Tehran, sensing that God wanted me to be present and attentive to him. Reza is his name, and in our few moments together he taught me about dignity and courage and faith. His words to me were few, but they were, each one, life giving. I had seen Reza before, but I had not been present to him before. I am the better for our meeting.


You see, I am not talking about something complicated or unusual in the least. God wants us to be present where we are. He invites us to see and to hear what is around us and, through it all, to discern the footprints of the Holy.


Actually, the examen of consciousness is one way we heed the call to rehearse the mighty deeds of God. Have you ever noticed how frequently the Bible urges us to remember? Remember the covenant God made with Abraham. Remember how Yahweh delivered his people from the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage. Remember the holy Decalogue, the Ten Commandments. Remember the kingdom promise to David. Remember the heir of David whose body was broken and whose blood was poured out. In the bread and the wine remember . . . remember Calvary.


After Israel defeated the Philistines, Samuel set up a stone memorial between Mizpah and Jeshanah and named it Ebenezer for ‘hitherto the Lord has helped us’ (1 Sam. 7:12, RSV). He was giving the people a specific way of remembering. That is what we are doing in the examen of consciousness. We are raising our own personal Ebenezer and declaring, ‘Here is where God met me and helped me.’ We are remembering.


THE SCRUTINY OF LOVE


In the examen of conscience we are inviting the Lord to search our hearts to the depths. Far from being dreadful this is a scrutiny of love. We boldly speak the words of the Psalmist, ‘Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting’ (Ps. 139:23–24).


Without apology and without defence we ask to see what is truly in us. It is for our own sake that we ask these things. It is for our good, for our healing, for our happiness.


I want you to know that God goes with us in the examen of conscience. It is a joint search, if I may put it that way. This fact is helpful for us to know for two equally important but opposite reasons.


To begin with, if we are the lone examiners of our heart, a thousand justifications will arise to declare our innocence. We will ‘call evil good, and good evil’, as Isaiah says (Isa. 5:20). But since God is with us in the search, we are listening more than we are defending. Our petty rationalizations and evasions of responsibility simply will not tolerate the light of his presence. He will show us what we need to see when we need to see it.


At the other end of the spectrum is our tendency for self-flagellation. If left to our own devices, it is so easy for us to take one good look at who we truly are and declare ourselves unredeemable. Our damaged self-image votes against us, and we begin beating ourselves mercilessly. But with God alongside us, we are protected and comforted. He will never allow us to see more than we are able to handle. He knows that too much introspection can harm more than help.


Madame Guyon warns us of ‘depending on the diligence of our own scrutiny rather than on God for the discovery and knowledge of our sin’.1
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