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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


  

  THE NEAREST


  

  What a refreshing book! If you struggle with your “devotional life” (those who don’t will probably lie about other things) you are in for a wonderful surprise. With profound Biblical insight, freshness, clarity, humor and practical help, Tim Ross has given the church a magnificent gift. You will find teaching here that will revolutionize the way you think about God and your walk with him. This book could change your life! Read it and give it to your friends. They will “rise up and call you blessed” … and you will do the same for me for having recommended it to you.
Professor Steve Brown , Professor of Preaching at Reformed Theological Seminary in Orlando, Florida; the author of several books and a teacher on the radio program Key Life.




  

  Tim Ross has successfully and entertainingly opened up a discussion that is long overdue. This can only benefit a church that is too often ridiculously nervous about examining the truth about what actually happens to people.


  

  Adrian Plass , Writer and speaker with over thirty books to his name.
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  AN ADMISSION




  I don’t have a quiet-time.




  (Excuse me a minute while I look out of the window... No, I can’t see any darkening clouds, or lightning bolts heading my way. Not yet any way.)




  Personally speaking, I have always found that trying to have that regular daily devotional God-slot that people call “The Quiet-time” a great hindrance in my relationship with God. It took a few years of struggling with different times, formats and devotional aids to realise that. It has taken even longer to think and pray about what devotion really means.




  When I went to theological college in training for ministry I mentioned my dilemma to other students, asked one or two of the teaching staff about it, and searched through the college library, but everyone I spoke to and everything I read began with the assumption that Christian spirituality begins with a time-slot set aside each day for personal prayer. I remember being regarded with a little suspicion when I mentioned my predicament. After all, questioning the place of private prayer is one of the few taboos in Christianity.




  Being alone with God for a short period every day is regarded as a foundation stone upon which the rest of our relationship with God sits. When it comes to spirituality, the approach to and the expression of your faith in God, first and foremost, it is simply assumed that you will have some kind of private prayer time alone with God every day. The only point of discussion was what you do in that time. Yet, there I was, still struggling to lay that foundation stone. I just couldn’t get the wretched thing set properly in my life. Whatever I did with it, it was always wonky. To stretch the analogy further, I wondered whether I was using the wrong cement... until I began to question whether I had the right stone in the first place.




  I understood very well the place and importance of a personal relationship with God, but the only available pattern for nurturing this was the practice of slotting God into blocks of time allocated for this purpose. It felt like I was saying to God, “Ok God, this is my spiritual part of the day, this is your one chance to talk to me... what are you going to say?”




  That prayer time could be used in any number of ways according to ones individual spiritual inclination or theology; with daily Bible notes, gazing at icons, saying a rosary or some other set form of prayer, but essentially, they all boiled down to the same thing. You were expected to have period of time each day in which you were ‘spiritual’. That was where you got in touch with God before going out into the unspiritual world.




  For a variety of reasons, some of which I will try to explain, having a worthwhile quiet-time or daily devotions was the one thing that I had found the most difficult, and sometimes just plain impossible to perform. At first, as I worked my way through the guilt brought on by countless sermons (and books) on the importance of daily devotions, I wondered why this should be. What was so wrong with me that I should find a daily quiet-time such a difficult duty to perform? Sometime later, as I started thinking about it a little more rationally, I began to wonder where the idea of a daily God-slot had arisen from in the first place, and then, more importantly, whether there were any other ways of expressing personal spirituality.




  This book, then, is not intended to be an academic and theological exploration of the problem. For one thing, I am not really equipped or qualified to do that. It is intended for you, to help you if, like me, you have or want to discover a closeness with God, but for whatever reason find the traditional daily-devotional quiet time either unfulfilling, impractical or impossible.




  By showing where and how I believe the quiet time came into being, and by looking at some of the underlying principles and common teachings regarding it, I hope to explode a few of the myths surrounding personal spirituality, and to give you a real sense of the assurance of God with you.




  It is a partly biographical retelling of a personal search for a real and meaningful way to express my love for God, and how that search has led to the discovery of a new spirituality.




  I have no illusions about this. I don’t pretend to have invented anything original; it is simply new for me. It is helping me to find a freedom in living, loving and knowing God, something which struggling to have a daily quiet-time never gave.




  I also realise that I am a fairly average sort of a person and therefore I am not likely to be the only one experiencing the struggles and questions that I will mention. Hopefully, if you identify yourself in what follows, you will feel less alone, and may even find some help.




  You may be one of the many Christians for whom devotions have become a heavy chain. Prayer has turned into a task that holds you back in your relationship with God. You don’t see devotion anymore, only devotions. You don’t see love any more, only duty. On the other hand, you may be one of those for whom devotion has slipped into habit, where it is easier to love duty than it is to love God. What I want to do in this book is to show you how close God is to you, to find freedom in loving God and to know, once again, that he is with you in all things. The key is simply changing the way we understand God, or rather, the key is getting a clearer understanding of God.




  There is one thing that I want to make very clear before I do go on. This book is not a treatise that advocates abolishing daily devotions, but it will hopefully show you that devotion is so much more than devotions. It is really an attempt to broaden our understanding of what personal prayer is. If you find having a regular quiet-time a fulfilling and meaningful act, then you should stay with it and perhaps this book may even enrich and deepen them. If, however, you find them to be lacking or missing their intended mark in your life, I hope you will find some encouragement in what follows.




  CHAPTER 1




  THE NEAREST




  It was a quiet day on the cloud. After listening to the angelic choir’s rendition of the Hallelujah Chorus, God shifted slightly on The Mighty Golden Throne of Magnificence. He pushed his long, flowing white beard to one side, arranged the folds of his white robe in a suitably imposing manner, and peered down at earth. Far below, he could see the antlike human race scurrying about its daily business. “My creation,” He mused to himself, “To do with as I please.” He thought for a moment, “There must be someone down there who deserves a thunderbolt or two.”




  This is the stereotyped cartoon image of God that many of us, including me, grew up with. Not coming from a churchgoing family, my mental picture of God was formed by secular society’s image of “The Almighty”. On film, television, in the comics I read and from other atheists it was quite clear to me that God, if he existed, was a fearsome, whitebearded old man.




  If the rumours about him were true, he appeared to be in a distinctly bad mood much of the time, and this ill temper had something to do with certain naughty deeds humans were doing. The consequence of this petulant pique is that occasionally God ‘loses it’ and sets off a volcano here or causes a hurricane there. In fact, it was not too much of a stretch to blame any or all natural disasters on the whim of the hand of God.




  As I understood it, the location of this God, if he existed (which I strongly doubted) was “up there”. Where “there” was, was difficult to pin down, precisely. It could be just beyond the atmosphere, albeit in some non-corporeal and therefore invisible state, or he might be even more remote, outside the universe itself. And there, high and lifted up, he remains for the most part above our lowly human affairs. Except, of course, for those occasions when he makes known his disapproval of us, and we suffer as a result.




  It is still a very common idea. You could almost call it the popular secular theology of God in Western society today.




  It is also a very old idea.




  In ancient times the concept of God was that he was seated quite literally on a throne above the sky, which was also regarded as the limit of the cosmos itself. The sky was thought of as a sort of shell around creation outside of which was God’s abode. There he sat, watching over the world, like a sort of benevolent pet owner gazing into a goldfish bowl.




  It seems a reasonable enough notion; after all, surely he can only really be The Creator if he is actually greater than The Creation. For the contemporary Christian, living in a world where science is continually extending the boundaries of our knowledge of the cosmos, this puts God a very long way off indeed. Reaching inconceivable billions of miles beyond the limits of human vision and probing whole universes within atoms, astronomy and physics have made our goldfish bowl infinitely bigger with the result that there is a strong feeling in the subconscious of the agnostic and possibly even the Christian mind, of remoteness from God. In order for him to be greater than this spectacularly huge universe, he must be a very distant being indeed.




  If God is there at all, he is not just above the clouds, looking in, he must be beyond the stars, and now that we know that time and space are interwoven in the fabric of the universe, he must be outside of time too. Add to this the perception that science has probed many of the questions about where life and the cosmos came from, that God, if he is greater than the sum of our knowledge, must be a radically different kind of being to us altogether.




  It is almost as if, in some way, he is the furthest possible thing from us.




  It is, I feel, the prevalent popular atheist or agnostic view of what God is like. It was certainly the picture I felt Christians were painting of God before I became a Christian. The entire universe is there outside our world, stretching away beyond the limits of all human knowledge and exploration; outside and greater than all this is God.




  After I became a Christian, I discovered that Christian scholars tidy the idea up a bit. I learned that they talk about God as being transcendent, and say that, whatever the universe consists of, God, in order to be God, must be Other than that.




  It is a concept that, if taken on its own, creates in us a deep impression that God is an extremely remote and alien being. If the only quality of God you use to approach the idea of God is this Otherness, then not only will God be greater than everything you know, he will also be different to everything you know. How then, is it possible to even consider any kind of meaningful, much less intimate, relationship with such a being? If God is so transcendent, what we can we possibly have in common?




  I am not about to throw the greatness and majesty of God out of the window in favour of a pocket-sized deity. In fact I firmly believe that it is fundamentally important to spirituality to acknowledge God as being majestic and awe inspiring. To understand him as anything less is to limit him. But there are so many other qualities to God and these qualify the way we engage with his transcendence. Our problem is that we tend to take this concept and understand it in a very spatial way.




  Before we redress the balance a little, a brief look at a few of the hymns that we sing affirms this common picture of a distant God: “Immortal invisible, God only wise, in light inaccessible hid from our eyes”; “O heavenly King look down from above”; “O worship the King, all glorious above”; “With gladness we worship, rejoice as we sing... The old thankful story shall scale thine abode.” All emphasize the remoteness of God and reinforce this deep-rooted sense we have of his distance from us. Not only is God hidden above in some invisible realm, he is inaccessible. What is the point of even attempting to have a relationship with him? It’s no wonder that the idea of God having an intimate role in our lives is one that not only non-Christians, but many churchgoers find difficult to grasp.




  The perception of the remoteness of God is, as I said, not just a contemporary idea. It’s one which has strong associations with the Old Testament. (I hope to show that this not the whole view of the Old Testament.) This is the God the Israelites encountered when they came to Mount Sinai after having crossed the Red Sea. Here was a God who descended (from his remote throne above); who came down upon the mountain, but whose glory had to be shrouded in a dense cloud, his people kept at a distance, behind a fence, under threat of being shot with arrows or stoned (Ex 19:9-13).




  This is a God whose splendour and radiance must be shrouded from us lest it destroy us in its purity. He is an unreachable and untouchable God who must be kept further than an arm’s length away. This is the picture of God we associate with the Old Testament.




  The thing is, these stories were not primarily meant to illustrate God’s distance from his people on earth; it is his holiness that is the central point. The idea being that because God is holy and people are not, they cannot meet on intimate terms because the result would be rather like a meeting between matter and anti-matter – annihilation.




  It’s a popular picture of God, both with agnostics and the kind of Christians who like to keep their religion firmly locked behind the church doors once the Sunday services are over. The reason for this is that it keeps God at a harmless and comfortable distance from us, with very little input into our lives at all. If God is so inaccessible, then all we need do is appease him with our attendance at church, or with vague belief and what we hope are the right kind of good works, and maybe that’ll keep the earthquakes and hurricanes at bay.




  Such a God can safely be kept to the backwaters of human life, where he is no real bother to anyone. We have even invented clichés to reinforce this: “Religion is a private thing” people say, as if we keep God at home in cupboard to be got out on rainy days when there’s nothing else to do. And whenever Christian leaders put pressure on governments for social change, you know that someone is bound to say: “Religion and politics don’t mix,“ meaning God has no place or purpose in political affairs, he is just a hobby some people do on Sundays.




  In the Church this transcendent understanding of God has imparted a very distinctive colour to the whole way that we express our devotion to God. Its shades are found again and again throughout teaching about prayer and spirituality and the way we develop our relationship with him. We have learnt them so well, we don’t even think about them, they are just assumed.




  For one thing, when God is understood as distant, different and shrouded in mysterious splendour, he must be treated as such. As a result, our concepts of devotion and worship are subsequently coloured to sympathise with these ideas and tend to emphasise his grandeur and reverence. Our relationship to him reflects the way a servant surrenders to the will of an unseen, but great and powerful master.




  St Anselm wrote this prayer, which captures something of this feeling for a transcendent God:





  “O Supreme O supreme and unapproachable light, O holy and blessed Trinity, how far Thou art from me who am so near to Thee! How far art Thou removed from my vision, although I am so near to Thine! Everywhere Thou art wholly present and I see Thee not. In Thee I move and in Thee I have my being and cannot come to Thee.”


  Proslogium, chapter 16.


  





  But Jesus shows us a different pattern.




  When it comes to prayer, he teaches us to call God “Our Father”. God is in heaven and his will must be done, but he is not a master issuing orders to his minions. His attitude to us is first and foremost parental. This great and mighty God, who holds the universe in the palm of his hand, who speaks and life is created, wants to treat us as his children, and he wants us to treat him as our Father.




  And in Jesus, we see something even more wonderful.




  In Jesus we see this great, distant unknowable God coming down from the mountain, through the clouds to us, to be with us, to be close to us, to be knowable and touchable. In Jesus the Unreachable and Unknowable reaches out to touch. That is incarnation, God taking part in every human experience, God coming into my experience with me.




  As far as spirituality goes, the most important Christian doctrine of all is incarnation, because it gives us the focal point for our conversation with God. Like one of those giant radio telescopes pointing out into space, searching for its target in the faintest echoes across the reaches of space and then finding instead that what we have been looking for is actually here on earth. That is the kind of radical change of direction, shift in our thinking and transformation of our perception of God that the incarnation requires of us.




  Understanding incarnation changes the whole direction and manner of our devotion, because it means that in Jesus, God is here.




  In Jesus, God is Emmanuel, God with us. He is no longer anywhere else; he is not there anymore but here . He is not the furthest anymore, he is The Nearest.




  What if you begin with that? What if you strip everything else away, assume nothing, and let that one thought shape the way you think about how you express your relationship with God?





  *****





  Jesus is the Nearest. In Jesus, God comes to ordinary human life - to every part of it: the tax office, the market, the local baths and wedding receptions. God is here and he is not here merely as an impartial observer to your activities, or even just to police them. He is here to make a difference… here. In Jesus the unreachable and untouchable reaches out to touch. In Jesus, God comes to your here, to be with you in whatever and wherever your here might be, from one moment to the next.




  When you find yourself tired with the stresses of life and so drained that you feel you do not even have the spiritual or physical energy to come to God in prayer; that is your Here, and God is here. When you feel isolated in pain or suffering, cut off from any human understanding of where you are and how you feel; that is your Here, and God is here. When you feel spiritually dried up, with nothing left to give God, or that you have let him down yet again; that is your Here, and God is here with you.




  Your Here is your now. Whether it is something as mundane as peeling today’s vegetables, or being at work, or whether it is in times of extreme emotion. God is always here.




  In all things and in all of life, God is The Nearest; and because he is The Nearest he is not anywhere else. To understand that is to find Freedom and Life because it means that you no longer need to go anywhere else to meet him. You no longer have to drag yourself out of your now in order to go and find him in some artificially created spiritual mood. He is not there anymore; he is always here, The Nearest.




  I am beginning to learn this lesson, that God is the Nearest for me, but it has not always been that way. I became a Christian at the age of eighteen. From being a firm, almost ardent atheist, my life was turned around one night when I met Jesus in the kitchen of some Christian friends. We were doing the washing up, and you can’t get much more mundane than that.




  The first few months of my Christian life were probably the nearest I shall ever get to feeling weightless. I had been suddenly confronted with the reality of God’s existence in a way I could no longer deny. I felt overwhelmed, lifted and wonderfully embraced and accepted by a very powerful kind of love. It was like a spiritual magic carpet that carried me about on air.




  The feeling didn’t last forever, though. After a few months, the magic carpet landed and I went through a period where I felt as if I was falling further and further away from God. There was nothing I could do to stop it. It was as if God had knocked away all the supports with which I propped up my life and, without them, I fell down a deep dark hole.




  But I didn’t stop falling, I kept going down, further and further away from God, and then it was like falling through the bottom of that hole. From where I stood, it felt as if God was unimaginably far away. The distance from him was greater than I felt I could bear and there seemed to be nothing that I could do to get out of the hole. I felt something of the anguish of the Psalmist when he cried out, “Why are you so far from saving me, so far from the words of my groanings? O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer” (Psalm 22:1,2).




  There was no great flash of revelation that spirited me out of the hole, no miraculous turn around, as there had been at my conversion. Instead, it was a gradual climb, as the Lord began the work of re-shaping my understanding of what he is really like.




  As sometimes happens at times like this, various passages from the Bible stick out and become helpful or encouraging. That was so for me. A few passages and verses became especially meaningful at that time, but none more so than Psalm 139.




  Even though I had read them before, verses 7-11 of the Psalm took on a whole new meaning and shone a flicker of light into my distress:





  “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there;




  If I make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will hold me fast. If I say, ‘Surely the darkness will hide me and the light become night around me,’ Even the darkness will not be dark to you; the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you.”





  This was the first and most important lesson I had to learn. Whilst I was still sitting at the bottom of the hole, and before I even thought about trying to climb out, I needed to be shown that I didn’t have to haul myself out of the hole to find God again.




  The Psalm spelled it out so clearly. He was with me there in the hole. I had known him briefly in the heights, but that was a first “honeymoon” experience of God. Now he wanted me to know that he was with me “in the depths.“




  In the darkness of my hole, God was there.




  With an enormous sense of relief I realised that it was not up to me to claw my way out of the hole, he had come to me. Or rather, he had always been with me, there in the hole.




  That was what I had to understand, and that is the Gospel, the incarnation. It is God moving to us, not us to God. To understand that is to understand the purpose of the incarnation and the cross. God comes into our depths, so that we might find and know him here, and to save us here. We haven’t got to move one inch from where we are in order to meet him, ever.




  From my perspective, it was as if the whole purpose of Jesus’ coming to earth was to come and meet me in my hole, not to take me out of it to meet God, but to bring him into it.




  That was the first new understanding for me; the second new understanding came later. As I began to accept with increasing assurance that God was with me, I started to realise, from verse 1-4 of Psalm 139, just how close God was.





  “O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O Lord.”


  





  Reading that last line one day, I was hit with a thought that really was like a flash of lightning. When the writer says, “Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely,” he is not really saying that God knows what you are going to say because he can see into the future. Look at the line before, “You are familiar with all my ways.” He is saying that God knows you so intimately he knows exactly how you think. That is how he knows what you are going to say, because, like the most intimate and attentive of lovers, all your ways are completely familiar to him.




  God is close to you. Nearer even than your next thought.




  Put those two flashes of light together, God is with you in whatever situation you find yourself and he knows you intimately and completely, and you have an extremely powerful foundation for true spiritual strength.




  When the Psalmist wrote, “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?” he wasn’t finally caving in and accepting the presence of God in his life, he was exulting in the joyful liberation that comes from knowing that there is absolutely no situation in life where he will find that God is absent.




  He knows you, the you that is deep inside. He searches the depths of your being with his presence. You breathe without thinking and yet he is nearer even than your next breath.




  So close is he to you that you do not have to move at all to find him. In fact you must not move, because he is here with you exactly as you are. If you try to change anything because of expectations you think you have to match in order to meet God, then often it will be those expectations that you will meet, not him.




  Take hold of these two thoughts, embrace them and absorb them, and they will change your whole understanding of what prayer is all about.




  God is with you always, closer than you can ever imagine. He is always at the edge of conscious thought. It’s such a simple and obvious truth, but if you begin to reconstruct your idea of what spirituality is all about from this one point, it is life transforming, because it implies two things.




  The first implication seems, at first glance, to count against the idea of approaching devotion from this point of view. If God is immediately close to your inmost thoughts, there is a real danger of making him convenient. A prayer of the heart is now no more than a thought away so you can easily be tempted to turn to him only when you need him, and then to forget his presence when you don’t. Worse still, it is even easier to quietly ignore him. At least if you force yourself to sit through the routine of a daily quiet time, you are forced to consider the idea of God if nothing else. However a still, small voice can so easily be drowned out by thunder and earthquakes of your own making, and you must accept that that will happen, if you take this as your model for spirituality. But you know what? God knows that about you too. He knows what human nature is like, he designed us! So he is closer to us even during what we think of as a failure.




  The second consequence of God being so close to the inmost thoughts of your heart is immediately more positive. If you accept that God is The Nearest in any and every circumstance of life, and if you accept the discipline of developing the habit of turning to him wherever you are and in whatever you do, immediately God becomes a part of all that you are and all that you do.




  The growing consciousness of his inescapable presence makes your subconscious reasons for keeping him at bay begin to lose their power. His presence becomes less a convenient service to be called upon as required and more the essential part of your life.




  He is nearer than your next thought and never any further away than that. You need only turn your thoughts to him and he is here. This is not to say that you forget altogether that God, who is here, who is the Nearest, is also the Creator of all that is. If you do, you make him less than God and you lose the purpose of his presence – which is to hold and sustain you. He is present not just to be a companionable friend through life, he is present Here to make a difference Here. He can do that because he is the creator of everything that exists.




  Only his presence, in this world and in our lives can make the difference that is needed. We need both a transcendent and an incarnate God. We need an unimaginably great, limitlessly powerful, and inexpressibly loving being... but we need him here with us. You need that God close to you, as a part of all your life’s intricacies. Psalm 139 describes how God is both.




  God is The Nearest. In discovering this, I have discovered that I need an approach to spirituality which reflects this. In struggling and not always succeeding with the traditional, daily quiet-time model for spirituality I have found that I need a devotional model which seeks closeness with God in all of life.




  This is radically different to an understanding of prayer in which we feel we have to try and scale some mountain, penetrate some cloud or cut ourselves off from the world in order to meet God. Instead we try to develop an awareness of God in life; to meet him in our Here, and talk with him in whatever Here we find ourselves in.




  The world touches our lives in so many different ways. Its problems, pressures and pains all are near to us. Sometimes they are closer than at others, and sometimes they are so near our lives are affected drastically, yet God is nearer still.
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