July 18, 2010
Prayer as Listening to God
Psalm 62

Luke 4:40-44

This summer we’re doing a sermon series on the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, in our church and in our world. This month we’re paying special attention to prayer, which is one of the principal ways we seek communion with God, and open ourselves to the Spirit’s power. This morning’s theme is prayer as listening to God. 
We tend to think of prayer as talking to God: taking our needs and our wishes to God. And that is prayer; and I truly believe that God wants our prayers to fly to his heart. But prayer is conversation with God, and if we are doing all the talking, how will God ever be able to speak to us? How do we listen to God? 

How do we know God’s will for our lives? How do we listen for God’s voice in the midst of all the other voices? When we pray, how do we know if God is speaking back? 

In our Gospel reading this morning, Jesus goes off by himself, presumably to pray. He is in Capernaum, where he has been preaching and performing miracles. All day and all night they came, these people who needed him. When daybreak comes he disappears, heading for a deserted place where he could be alone, wrestling with his future. 

It doesn’t last long; the crowds find him and press in on him with all their demands and problems. But Jesus has been alone long enough to know what he needs to do next, and that is to leave. He needs to leave Galilee, his home country, and head south to Judea to teach in the synagogues there.  “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to other places, too; this is why I was sent.” The people don’t want to hear this; they want him to stay. But he and his disciples leave Capernaum, and Galilee, to follow the path God has set out before him. 

When St. Francis was searching for God’s call for his life, he prayed. Not just once, not just a few times, but for what must have seemed like an eternity. As one writer describes it:

Daily, for many months, he went to a small, dilapidated church called San Damiano, and knelt before a crucifix, speaking to Jesus. Over and over he repeated the same prayer, waiting, listening, for days, weeks, months – jarring for us, who think we can Google God’s will and it will pop up in a nanosecond. Francis prayed, kept praying, kept reading, kept listening.
 

This is what St. Francis prayed: 

Most high, glorious God, 
enlighten the darkness of my heart,
and give me, Lord, correct faith, certain hope, perfect charity,

wisdom and perception, 

that I may do what is truly your most holy will.

Eventually, finally, the answer came from Jesus. But it took months of faithful listening to God. 

How do we practice listening to God? What prayers do we pray? How tenacious are we in our prayers? 

In his book The Will of God, James Howell describes how we can cultivate the art of listening for God: 

[K]nowing God’s will is a matter of developing holy habits. Over years of reading the Bible, we find God has used its many words to craft within us a mentality that mirrors Christ; we learn to act faithfully, and to think theologically in the face of tragedy. God is a God who makes and keeps promises, and so God’s will is trustworthy long-term, able to weather any storm. God owns everything, so it is never God’s will for me to be possessive or grasping. God sacrificed his Son, so God’s will probably involves my making sacrifices. If you notice gifts in you… their proper use is for the glory of God, not your personal advancement. The more I practice what I know is God’s will, the better prepared I am to improvise in a sticky, less-than-clear situation.

In other words, we let ourselves be shaped by God over time, through the disciplines of the Christian life. We come to church and sing the faith and listen to the words of scripture, confess our sins together and pray for each other’s needs. We learn our way around the Bible, listening to the Word of God so we might hear the words of God for our own lives. We cultivate the quiet art of contemplation, which is simply sitting still and quieting every voice that cries for our attention, soaking in the love of God like sunlight on bare skin, till our hearts are warmed and we feel the peace that passes understanding. We may never hear the voice of God or see a vision or even know God’s will completely clearly, but we will cultivate an openness to God’s Spirit, and the Spirit will not fail us. Over time, we learn the language of the soul.
When Russ Crabtree began the mission called “Montana de Luz,” it wasn’t something that sprang fully formed from his head. It came from a process of listening to God. It began at a Session retreat when he realized there was something new, something big God was preparing him to do. The church needed to reach outside itself. So he began to be open to what this might be. 

His sister and brother-in-law were involved with a mission to Honduras, and it wasn’t too much later that they invited him to go with them to meet some of the leaders of the ministry their church supported. It was a life-changing experience for him, as he began to see the overwhelming needs and meet leaders who were trying to address them. Friendships formed. He felt drawn to this country which seemed like it was another world. Soon he became aware of the toll that HIV/AIDS was taking on this impoverished land, even more than most of Central America. He was challenged by the people there, not to be yet another American who came down and promised help and disappeared, never to be seen again. 
It was a process that led to Montana de Luz, one step after another, trying to find the next right thing. All along he had the sense that he was not acting alone, but that God was placing before him the people who would give him the answers.
 

But it never would have happened if he hadn’t been listening for God.
At some point we will need to ask ourselves whether we want to hear God’s voice. Frankly, life is easier if we could just do as we please. James Howell describes a conversation with a friend who was buying a “sprawling lakefront mansion.”

Just to rib him a little, [Howell] asked, “Have you been praying about this decision?” [His friend] said, “Absolutely not! I thought, What would Jesus do? And knew Jesus wouldn’t buy this house…. “‘Foxes have holes, and birds… have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head’” (Matt. 8:20)… 
He admitted, “I just want to buy this house, so I’m not talking to Jesus about it.”

But if we long for the presence of God in our lives, we can’t be hiding from him like Adam and Eve in the Garden after they ate the forbidden fruit. We need to practice something more than selective hearing, tuning God out when we think he’s going to say something we would rather not hear. 

As I was preparing for this sermon I found myself thinking about times I have tried to listen for God’s voice in my life. The first time was when I was graduating from college and I didn’t know what I would do next. My degree was in Biology but I had already eliminated any of the usual things one would do with that degree – I wasn’t going to teach, or do research, or work in a medical field. I kept praying, “What should I do? What should I do? What should I do?” Nothing came. Absolutely nothing. I was growing more and more frantic. But then I went on a retreat, and my question changed. It became “Where should I be?” And suddenly I knew the answer: I should work in the church. I felt such peace. 
The second time it happened I was in a similar state of confusion. I was leaving seminary, unhappy, confused and distraught. I had gone to Duke Divinity School but for a hundred reasons I could not stay. I left not knowing if I really had a call to ministry or if that was all a terrible mistake. I felt ashamed and lost. Again I was on retreat, and in the course of meditation an image floated to my mind: I was walking along a path, and there were yellow flowers everywhere in fields on either side. A woman was working in the fields, and she stopped to talk to me. I told her my story, that my life was a mess, like a tangled ball of yarn, full of knots, impossible to undo. And she looked at me under her large-brim straw hat and kindly said: Do not try to undo the knots. Instead, weave new threads through it, and it will become beautiful. And I was at peace. I knew I would be OK.
Years later when I had been a minister for twelve years as an associate pastor in a large church in Des Moines, I knew it was time to go. I was considering another call to serve as an associate at a different, larger church. I had been offered the position but I wasn’t sure. I talked with friends and colleagues and family. I prayed. I thought about pros and cons. I decided to accept the call. That night I went to a party, and felt strangely ill at ease. On the way home from the party I heard a voice say loud and clear: Not this, not there, not now. The next morning I called and told them I would not be coming. 
How do we know what is God’s will for our lives? How do we hear God’s voice? It comes in a thousand ways: in words from scripture, in the wisdom of a friend, in visions and voices and dreams, in a quiet sense of confidence. There is no one way God speaks to us, any more than there is one way we show love in our relationships. 
But to hear God’s voice we have to stop, we have to ask, we have to listen. We have to practice quieting the inner voices in our heads long enough to let God’s voice come through. We have to be in a relationship with God long enough to know his voice from all the others. 
Most of the time we won’t need guidance on a turning point in our lives. Thankfully those times are few. Most of the time our relationship with God will be like any other relationship we care about: simply being in one another’s presence. In prayer we bring our concerns and our needs, our hopes and our fears. And in prayer we practice the language of the soul, which is the language of love, simply being present to the Spirit of God, letting God’s love surround us and hold us close, filling us with the very light of God. 
Thanks be to him. 
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