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  OTHER PRAYERS OF JESUS

  

  ABOUT THIS VOLUME

  



  This volume represents the third of a trilogy. The other parts of the trilogy, already published are Other Temptations of Jesus and Other Communions of Jesus. All three began as the substance of devotions on three consecutive Lents for the Anglican communion at Glyncoch (Parish of St. Catherines), Pontypridd. A fourth volume is planned ‘Other Friends of Jesus’, which will make it a ‘quadrilogy’.

  As in Other Communions a scriptural study led to alternative insights into what is meant by the Lord’s Supper, and Other Temptations to an alternative understanding of the place of temptation in the Christian experience, so Other Prayers takes a new and alternative look at the prayer life of Jesus for us to copy.

  This work is dedicated to Valerie my loving partner and team-mate for forty-four years, in appreciation of her amazing forbearance.
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  PREFACE TO

  

  “THE OTHER PRAYERS OF JESUS”

  Readers of other books by John Henson will have some idea of what to expect from this latest volume, the last of a trilogy. John takes us through the Gospels to help us consider the prayers and prayer life of Jesus. As usual, he takes a sideways look at some of the passages, inviting us to see things from a different angle and in a new light. We may not always agree, but what he says is always worth thinking about. He always demands that we take account of what the text actually says, not what we assume it says, or the Church has told us it says. For instance, the “Lord’s Prayer” (the Church’s title, not one given by the author of Matthew or Jesus) is a model for prayer, not a mantra for repetition. Again, if the story says that Jesus went for a meal with Simon the leper, that is what it means, not that he went for a meal with Simon the ex-leper! John loves his Bible and knows it and takes it much more seriously than most of the fundamentalists who repeat their slogan that they believe every syllable of it. The heart of John’s theology, though, is Jesus. All that we believe about God and his ways must be seen through him, and sacred texts too are to be judged in his light. As usual, John savages theological cliché, lays about sacred cows with almost the same enthusiasm as Moses against the Golden Calf, and peels away the layers of traditional varnish from the picture of Jesus, helping us to see him as he possibly, probably, was.

  However, I think this book goes further than previous ones in revealing John himself and his well-earthed spirituality. I have known John since the early 1960s, and have been a close friend and theological confidante for many of those years, so I know him pretty well. I can vouch for him as a fearless, rigorous and independent thinker, but more importantly, as a caring person, one who rates integrity and truth way above conventionality and respectability because of his deep love of God and faithfulness to his call as he understands it. (He has his faults too, like the rest of us!)

  I believe that through this book, those who do not know John personally will benefit, perhaps greatly, from coming into contact with his thought and insight, but even more, with his spirituality.

  Dr. Michael Ball, retired Baptist Minister, former member of the Baptist Union Council, music co-ordinator of the hymnbook ‘Baptist Praise and Worship’ and author of ‘The Radical Stories of Jesus: Interpreting the Parables Today’ (Regent’s Study Guides, www.baptiststore.co.uk)


  GLOSSARY

  ‘Other Prayers of Jesus’ uses the ‘Good As New’ translations. Good As New translates some of the personal names and place names in the Greek text that traditional translations fail to translate. Other names are translated to make them more 21st century user friendly. Here is a list with their traditional equivalents.

  John the Dipper – John the Baptist; Elis – Elisha; Norman – Naaman; The Complete Person – Son of Man; The Strict Set – The Pharisees; The Smooth Set – The Saducees; Keith – Zaccheus; Sally – Salome; Rose – Herodias; Liam – Gamaliel; Clover – Cleopas; - Nathan – Nathaniel; Bart – Bartholomew; Rocky – Peter; Thunder and Lightning – James and John; Maggie – Mary Magdala; Dategrove – Bethany; Fishtown – Bethsaida; Dancetown – Chorazin; Larry – Lazarus; Guy – Caiaphas; Hank – Annas.


  INTRODUCTION

  

  THE PATTERN PRAYER

  ‘Tradition without truth is merely error grown old.’ (Cyprian)

  “And when you talk to God don’t use high faluting language or spin it out like someone who fancies they’ve a way with words. There’s no need to go on and on. God knows what’s on your mind before you open your mouth. Here is a simple pattern to hold in mind when you talk with God......” GOOD AS NEW ‘From a Jewish Friend’ (Matthew) 6:7.

  (N.B. All scripture quotations in these studies are from GOOD AS NEW, unless otherwise stated.)

  My Christian origins are Baptist. I owe, as does every Christian of my generation, much to a particular denomination. The Baptists who brought me up were strict and fervent, but not as strict as the Brethren or as fervent as the Pentecostals. They anxiously distanced themselves from both groups. Baptists took their religion seriously, convinced that Anglicans did not (apart from the very low who should have been Brethren and the very high who were idolatrous). Apart from little prejudices of this kind, my mentors in the faith were generally tolerant and evangelical in the best sense of spreading the Good News and welcoming the newcomer. Biblical Fundamentalists were in the minority and were not to achieve their deadly strangle-hold until three quarters of the way through the twentieth century. Scholarship was respected by the Baptists I grew up among, and they sought a careful balance between good order and excitement. But beyond and above all, Baptists were expected to behave themselves. In no way should one ever cause another to stumble. That meant that most were total abstainers from alcohol or gave out the impression of so being. Abstinence applied also to gambling, dancing, going to the pictures, entering a shop on Sunday, swearing and ‘smutty’ talk. Incongruously, smoking was tolerated among men (not women.) There was some hypocrisy, only to be expected, but not a lot. It did not seem a harsh regime at the time and the gentle discipline kept me from going astray at a period in my emotional development when I might have found it difficult to find my way back again. I always wanted to dance, however, and slightly resent being blocked from finding an outlet for this urge. Looking back on those years, there were strange relaxations of the discipline. I was allowed to see Shakespeare on stage (The Merchant of Venice) and on screen ( Hamlet - Olivier). I also was allowed the summertime variety shows near the sea front - we lived at Ilfracombe. These performances had been vetted and pronounced ‘clean’ by the chapel folk, but it is probably not irrelevant that many of these good people were in the holiday business. Popular entertainments brought trade!

  The strangest lapse of all was the Watchnight Social. Once a year our chapel relaxed. All members and attenders turned out for this, old folk(some brought in bath chairs) and young folk - some of the young ladies wore lipstick. There was a good spread of all ages and types, from the prim and proper to the mildly flirtatious. After the trestle tables at which we had partaken of refreshments (post-wartime rationing almost undetectable due to the fact that several members were farmers), we were seated round the edges of the large, oblong hall. There followed an unbroken succession of games, some quiet -quizzes and the like -and some quite riotous. My father spent as long preparing for this party (for he was the M.C.) as for the Christmas services, for it included, among other things, several musical parcels, some with forfeits. There was even some dancing – ‘A hunting we will go’ to the ‘Grand old Duke of York’, and the ‘Okey, Cokey’. The numbers, probably about two hundred, were ideal for the game of ‘Chinese Whispers’. My father would whisper into the ear of someone in the oblong circle a ‘message’. It was then whispered from one to the other around the hall. By the time it arrived back again it was, surprise, surprise, a completely different message. It was even more removed from the original than it might have been because a naughty man about half-way round (I thought I identified the culprit) would insert into the message such rude words as ‘lavatory’ or ‘suspenders’. The final message was greeted in all its pornography with rapturous glee. Towards the end of the evening there was a calming down and games gave way to party pieces. Miss Baugh provided a ‘Devonshire Reading’ and Mr. Chugg the schoolmaster played the musical saw. The culmination was the Watchnight Service with thanks to God for the year past and prayers for guidance in the future.

  It seems to me that the Church down the ages has been playing the game of ‘Chinese Whispers’ rather well. How else, for example, did the Magi (The word in Greek stands for ‘magicians, soothsayers, wizards, necromancers’) become three kings on camels, bringing their gifts to the baby Jesus in the stable? The facts of the story as we portray them are wrong if we check with Matthew’s gospel where the whisper started. Matthew specifies no number of persons, nor sex (soothsayers were often women); they are not portrayed by him as kings or as riding on camels; Matthew has no manger, for Jesus was now approaching two years old, toddling and talking and living in a house. So what? The story is myth! But myth is not untruth but truth by means of story. Twist the story and you twist the truth. The original Magicians were not wealthy rulers but undesirables – foreign, pagan, occult, scary, weird. They were not crowned heads setting a good example in worship and acts of charity, but rather the outlaws and heretics many a crowned head was to assist in burning alive. The Magicians narrowly escaped a sticky end at the hands of Herod. He was the character Matthew presented to typify kings and queens.

  How come that the delicate and sensitive Lazarus, clearly identified in John’s Gospel as the special friend of Jesus (Jn. 11:3 & 36) is replaced by John, the coarse and irascible fisherman who doesn’t fit the bill at all? Why is Mary Magdala, the apostle to the apostles in the scriptures, only remembered in terms of the sexual offender brought before Jesus in the Temple, an identity that cannot be substantiated? There are only two explanations. Either the leaders of the Church have been involved in conspiracy to deceive, or the truth has been victim to the game of Chinese whispers. The fact that uncritical acceptance of whatever you are told by your immediate authority has been one of the strongest imperatives throughout the history of the Church has made the struggle of truth for survival difficult in the extreme. Whatever the explanation, there is no longer any excuse. The evidence is available for all who are interested in enquiry. Serious detectives may come to different conclusions. What they are sure to agree on is that many time-honoured ideas the Church continues to put about have no substance, in scripture or anywhere else.

  What Christians almost universally refer to as ‘The Lord’s Prayer’ must count as one of the victims of Chinese Whispers. There is no record of it being prayed by Jesus. It was given to his friends as the pattern on which they might model their talk with God. The words of the disciples’ request, to which Jesus responded, were “teach us how to pray”, not “teach us a mantra.” According to Matthew the advice of Jesus was, “pray after this manner”. This Luke whispered on as “when you pray say”, perhaps because in his circle the prayer was already being used in unison. It came into use as the conclusion to the community meal very early on in the Church’s history. At some point, the equivalent of the naughty man in the Watchnight social also added to Matthew’s gospel (now erased from most translations) the words about ‘power and glory’- not Jesus’s favourite words or way of thinking.

  So splendid teaching and advice from Jesus has been debased into compulsory ritual, preferably in language no longer used or immediately comprehensible even to those who say it regularly, let alone the woman on the bus to Clapham or the man on the train to Tonypandy. It is still used together with ‘Hail Marys’ as a penance for those who have sinned. The most commonly used English and Welsh versions are five centuries old and so the meanings of many of the words have altered. Trespasses now has something to do with ‘right of way’ laws. The most frequently used Welsh version has dyledion (debts), which now takes the mind into the realm of mortgages or the sum outstanding on the credit card. ‘Forgive us our debts’ is also the form commonly used in Scotland. Biblical scholarship has also shown us that even an update in terms of language is insufficient. Previous translators have misunderstood the sentiments. The disciples are not advised to ask for help to avoid ‘temptation’ but for help in the time of ‘trial’ or ‘testing’. An ‘evil person’ is someone they need to be afraid of rather than the evil within them.

  These studies examine the ‘other prayers of Jesus’, or we might say, ‘the genuine prayers of Jesus’ in the sense that they are the prayers the gospel writers record Jesus as praying himself. We might pause for a moment, however, to list some of the helpful bits of advice to be picked up from the Pattern Prayer, frequently missed due to its misuse as mantra.

  1) The prayer is brief. Nearly all schools of prayer recommend long periods of time if we are to get the practice of prayer right. Not so the school of Jesus! Most prayer, especially inside the walls of the church, is long-winded, a failing not even mitigated when it is beautiful. We are well described by the non-religious as ‘God-botherers’. We bother God and bore one another.

  2) The prayer begins with a centring on God, God’s distinctiveness and supreme scale of values, followed by the concerns God holds dear. Our needs, including our need for forgiveness, come later.

  3) The address is personal. God is like a father. Fathers nowadays are sometimes absentee, unknown or even in a test tube. Other personal addresses such as ‘friend’, ‘lover’, ‘carer’ may be used instead. But whatever personal address is used, the understanding Jesus had of God as someone who could be talked with, as with another human being, is essential. This was not a new discovery of Jesus-God was the personal friend of Abraham -, but Jesus opened the idea of God as person to the whole human race. It was not just for the religious or mystic. There is currently a trend to deny the personal nature of God in theological circles. True, we must not reduce God to the limits of our human understanding and experience of the personal. ‘God is almighty but not all-matey’? Slick, but off the mark. The God of Hebrew and Christian scripture chooses to be all-matey, and the God seen in Jesus is not over-fussed about being almighty. Understanding of God is not limited to the personal, but includes it. God must be more than personal, but not less than personal. It is difficult to relate to an infinite blob or an abstract ‘force’. It is surely significant that the pattern Jesus gave his disciples did not suggest they begin their prayer with the address ‘Almighty God’. If the great poets who compiled the Book of Common Prayer had used the Pattern Prayer as advice instead of as mantra, then this detail of their work would at least be different. They did, however, to their credit, keep their prayers brief and to the point, (see Adrian Thatcher ‘Truly a Person, Truly God’)

  4) Prayer is an activity we engage in, not only in relationship to God, but in relationship with others. God is ‘our’ (not ‘my’) father, friend, whatever. There is no shutting out of others in prayer, or of the world and its concerns. Prayer is not just for ourselves and our nearest and dearest, nor for the Church, but for the totality of God’s World, which includes the whole universe as we know it at any point, and beyond. The widest possible concerns come first, before the concerns of our own back yard.

  5) Provision for basic human needs and the need for reconciliation are closely linked, though the order is significant. As Albert Helyar, one of my elderly deacons way back in 1964 used to tell us, “You’ll never convert a man with cold feet.”

  6) Concern for our sins and the grievances we have with one another, and the battle against evil are the very last things we are to be concerned about, though they get a look in at the end. The point of their tail-end relegation is missed when we add the unauthentic doxology.

  If the Pattern Prayer were used as Jesus intended - to monitor all our prayer, corporate and private - then our prayer would be very different from how it usually is.

  I have provided for ‘ONE for Christian Exploration’ in ‘Gems Reset and Buttons Polished’ a version of the Pattern Prayer that is not a strict translation but a prayer that depends on the pattern, though it keeps very close. I feel the need to say that the object is not to replace one mantra with another, but rather to show that the Pattern Prayer may be used in this way, as Jesus intended, to compose other prayers. The call is not for Christians to use my version slavishly as they have used the archaic version, but for Christians to experiment with their own variations on the pattern over and over again, and to keep the ball rolling.

  The Pattern Prayer

  (Gems Reset and Buttons Polished)

  Loving God, here and everywhere, help us proclaim your values and bring in your New World. Supply us our day to day needs. Forgive us for wounding you, while we forgive those who wound us. Give us courage to meet life’s trials and deal with evil’s power. We celebrate your New World, full of life and beauty, lasting forever. Amen.

  (Welsh) Duw Serchog, yma ac ym mhobman, helpa ni ddatgan dy egwyddorion a dwyn i mewn dy Byd Newydd. Maddau inni am dy frifo di, fel y maddeuwn ninnau y rheiny sy’n ein brifo ni. Rho inni ddewrder iymdopi gyda phrofedigaethau a threchu drwg. Rydyn ni’n dathlu dy Fyd Newydd, llawn o fywyd a phrydferthwch, yn parhau am byth. Amen.


  CHAPTER ONE

  

  IN THE MUDDY WATERS

  ‘Jesus was one of the many people who were dipped at that time. Afterwards, while he was talking with God, there was a parting in the clouds and God’s Spirit came down on him. She looked like a pigeon. A voice from overhead was heard to say, “You’re my own, the one I love. I’m delighted with you.” ’ (Luke 3: 21-23)

  ‘You’re a rotten lot, but you look after your children and give them the right things. Don’t you think that God, the very best of parents, will give you the Spirit, when you ask for her?’ (Luke 11: 13)

  Jesus was brought up in a Jewish home by parents who did their best to educate their children in the faith they had received from their own parents. This included instruction in a round of set prayers in the home, in the synagogue and in the Temple at Jerusalem on special festive occasions. The gospel writers, however, either take for granted the discipline of devotion to which Jesus was subject from his earliest days and assume we can be relied on to give it significance, or they see no point in describing forms of prayer which for many of their readers, especially the Gentiles, would not have much to offer in the way of an example to be followed. Jesus was a Jew, steeped in Jewish faith and culture up to his eyeballs. He cannot be understood apart from his Jewishness. But if he had never stepped outside the boundaries of his religion and culture, it is unlikely that Christianity would have taken off as something new and distinct from Judaism. That is why it is so difficult for Jews even today to come to the point where they can appreciate Jesus as one of their greatest teachers. The founding of a new religion, intentional or otherwise, implies inadequacies in the old one. The gospel writers portray Jesus exposing such inadequacies over and over again. (He no less exposes the inadequacies of Christianity as it has developed over the last two centuries.) There is, in the life and teaching of Jesus, a tension that has remerged in the Christian religion in our own time, between those who wish to be loyal to what has been received from the past and those who feel the need for greater freedom and openness to explore new paths. This tension can stress out any individual, who, like Jesus, has both an in depth appreciation of the past and a vision for the future that demands radical action. The tension is not often resolved without considerable hassle and the loss of friends, as the apostle Paul found out. Whether Jesus has more in common with the typical ordinand training for the Christian ministry today in one of our regular theological colleges, or with the new age explorer, experimenting with a range of weird and wonderful spiritualities, is difficult to decide. But the gospels certainly portray him as more outside the synagogue than within, and more challenging than traditional. The gospels never describe Jesus praying in either Synagogue or Temple, though we know he must have done. We first meet Jesus at prayer on the bank of the river Jordan!

  Luke differs significantly from Mark and Matthew in his account of Jesus’ immersion by John the Dipper. In both Mark and Matthew the baptism of Jesus seems distinct from the baptism of the other candidates. Matthew records a conversation between the two spiritual cousins. Luke, on the other hand, has Jesus being dipped as one of the crowd, as if not singled out by John at all. And only Luke describes Jesus praying. There may be no link in the mind of Luke between his description of Jesus praying and Jesus’s being one of the crowd, but it might be worth our while to make a link. It may help us to reconstruct the content of the prayer of Jesus on that occasion.

  The twentieth century was not the age of great preachers, and the twenty-first century seems even less likely to be so. It will probably not even know what the word ‘preaching’ means. There were some great preachers in the twentieth century, however, though few were aware of their existence, unless, like Martin Luther King, they managed to be recorded for television. One of the greats, heard by few, even by his Baptist family, was Howard Williams, who preached at Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church, London, a sort of Cathedral at one time. He also preached some of his last and best sermons in our little chapel in Taffs Well, to a congregation of about thirty, no more. I was present, by accident, in Bloomsbury on one occasion when Howard was baptizing. So I heard his baptismal sermon, which I understand he preached with variations each time he baptized. His main point was to contrast the clean (and discreet) baptistry in Bloomsbury with the muddy waters of the river Jordan. Baptism for Jesus, Howard told us, was not baptism out of the world into membership of some holy élite, but baptism into the world. It was an act of identification with the people, especially the poor, the outcasts and the despised.

  I’m not sure which gospel Howard used on that occasion, but Luke would have appreciated Howard’s exposition. Luke describes Jesus joining the queue down the bank, with the tax collectors, prostitutes, terrorists, beggars, Roman soldiers, the odd Pharisee stepping out of line, as well as a lot of very ordinary people, ashamed of this and that about themselves. John may have dipped them one by one, but they were also dipped together. Jesus was not baptized on his own. He was the ‘Man for Others’, and he was the man with others and for others in the muddy waters. So what did he pray about? For a closer walk with God? Perhaps. For blessed assurance? Perhaps. One of my tutors in Regent’s Park College, Oxford, was Aubrey Argyll, known in academic circles for his opposition to the ‘Q’ hypothesis and to his students for giving them a hard time with their Greek. At one sermon class he told us that when we are conducting worship we should pray the prayer we prayed when composing our sermon. Working backwards from the first sermon Jesus preached according to Luke, we might hazard a guess as to what Jesus prayed about on the bank of the Jordan. This is what that sermon at Nazareth was about:

  
    “God’s Spirit has inspired me

    To bring the poor good news;

    She tells me, ‘Get the blind to see,
Bust the jails and set folk free;
God’s arms are opened lovingly.’ ”

    (1Luke 4:18)

  

  We can be pretty sure that Jesus prayed for the other human beings he got wet and muddy with that day.

  Not a great preacher perhaps, but a good preacher, was one of my best friends who, before his homecall, preached in a small number of churches with the spiritual insight to invite him to their pulpits. He rarely preached for more than a quarter of an hour, but always said something, often just one thing, you were glad you had been there to hear. Usually I was the only member of the congregation who knew the source of his inspiration and why what he had to say rang so true. I knew that on Saturday night he would have been either at The King’s Cross, Cardiff’s oldest and most famous gay pub, or at one of the night clubs. On the Cardiff gay scene he represented Jesus, a kind of chaplain, conducting funerals for those who had died from AIDS and once for one of Cardiff’s most well-known female prostitutes, as I recall. He didn’t minister from on high. He was one of the crowd. During the day he worked full time for those with special needs. He had a rare understanding of those who suffered from depression and would only have to hear that I was feeling down to give me a phone call. He would cheer me up in a matter of minutes. His technique of sermon preparation was simple and devastatingly effective. On Sunday morning he studied the set lectionary readings for the day, then applied to them his experience of the night before. Some would have been horrified if they had known why the preaching was so good, but they didn’t. They simply went home wiser in the faith.

  So the first, and most important thing that has to be said about prayer, if you want to know how to do it, is that prayer is not an exercise you can perform in a hermetically sealed capsule. If anyone tells you that you can run off from this muddy world and then, by a series of exercises, one-to-ten, learn how to pray, don’t buy it, even if the Church has made the inventor of the method a saint. Prayer, like a pudding, needs ingredients, and the ingredients of prayer come from real life situations.

  I have made a guess, not a foolish guess I hope, but one based on the total picture of the life and teaching of Jesus. But since it is a guess, I could be wrong. Perhaps it was for blessed assurance that Jesus prayed. He certainly received it, in a big way. Jesus heard God speaking to him. They were the same words as those spoken in former days by the resident temple prophets to the Jewish monarchs. They were words of acceptance, words of encouragement, words of love. (Three points for a sermon!) Luke declines to tell us what Jesus said to God, but tells us what God said to Jesus. That tells us something else about prayer. It is not a one-way system.

  You must have at some time or other overheard a funny conversation between two people, on a bus or train maybe, or at the next table in a café. One is determined to tell their companion about the trouble they have been having with a partner, the other determined to talk about the special facilities of that nice hotel on the Costa Brava. Both rabbit on, neither of them listening to the other. They are talking, but they are not having a conversation. Much of what we call prayer is like that.

  O what peace we often forfeit,

  O what needless pain we bear

  All because we do not carry

  Everything to God in prayer!

  Good old hymn, very true. It does us good to get things off our chest, especially if we have no one else, or if our friends despise and forsake us, as the hymn says. Jesus knows that experience. His friends deserted him, and he took it to God in prayer. But that’s only one aspect of prayer, and if it is the only way you know how to pray, you need to extend your technique. A relationship in which one friend forever uses the other as a shoulder to cry on, is a lopsided relationship. We have a lopsided relationship with God if we never give God the chance to get a word in edgeways.

  The language Luke uses to describe the coming of God’s Spirit at the baptism of Jesus is largely derived from the Hebrew scriptures. The clouds represent God’s presence and splendour, the pigeon is the messenger of reconciliation and renewal as in the flood story, and so on. The words too may be theological interpretation of the experience Jesus had rather than the precise words Jesus heard. Jesus was being anointed, like the kings of old; he was being given God’s O.K. “Carry on, you’re doing very nicely!” But there may have been no words at all. Sorry, dear literalists!

  My favourite story from my teaching days concerns Charlie, a member of 4R. 4R was a class I lost two free periods in order to teach because a member of staff was taken ill and given extended leave. I was landed with a double period of Religious Instruction on Friday morning, after break, before lunch. 4R were not academic high-flyers, but they were ‘fit’ as we say in Wales. I decided to challenge them and we started the CSE syllabus (a simpler form of ‘O’ level which existed in those days). As I went through the register to try to put names to faces and called out the name ‘Charles’, a cheeky voice came from a desk in the front row, “Call me Charlie, Sir!” I encouraged discussion of our set texts and Charlie soon made his position clear. “I’m an atheist, Sir!” After that confession of faith, he always prefaced his contribution to discussion with the words, “Well, Sir, speaking as an atheist, I think....” We came to the story of the call of Samuel. I asked the question of the class, “Do you think God speaks to people, just like that?” Charlie’s hand went up. “Speaking as an atheist, Sir, I think it’s all in the mind!” “Why don’t you try it, Charlie?”, shouted a voice from the back. Suddenly the class came to life, the final upshot of which (not my idea at all, I hasten to say) was that Charlie agreed to kneel down by his bed, three nights running, and repeat the words of Samuel, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.” On the following Friday I determined not to reopen the discussion of the previous lesson, but Charlie’s hand was up like a shot. “Don’t you want to know what happened, Sir?” “O.K. Charlie, what happened?” “Well Sir, I didn’t hear a voice, but I certainly felt something!” Never again did Charlie preface his remarks with the words, “Speaking as an atheist”. But there was more. “What’s happened to Charlie?” I heard one of his teachers say in the staff room. I kept my head down. “He’s started giving homework in - never done it before!” “Oh, I think I had some from him too,” said another of his teachers. I didn’t let on about Charlie’s experiment. I must say that I was more than surprised at God’s success with him. I’d love to know his subsequent progress. I left the school the following year. Charlie would be in his late forties by now.

  Charlie gave God the chance to speak. God said nothing, but made Charlie aware. We call that the Spirit, the gift of God to anybody who asks, indeed to anybody who just gives God the time and space. In prayer we can tell God what we have been doing today, just like the child on her parent’s knee. The Spirit tells us what God is doing today, not on his great golden throne, but on the embankment, in the supermarket, on the playing field, in the night club, the sauna suite, the classroom, the office or the beach. The Spirit quietly heightens our awareness and gently pushes us in the direction where we share God’s interests and concerns and lend a hand with whatever God is already doing. We discover that God does not operate in an obtrusive, manipulative way, and that we don’t have to scheme and plan. We just need to keep in touch with the humanity within us and around us, to share what we feel with God, and allow the Spirit to show us something of what it looks like from her broad overview. Things will happen- not straight away perhaps- but they will happen.
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