New Breath from Ancient Practices: Recognizing the Divine

Matthew 16:13-20

When the author, storyteller, and theologian Brian McLaren was a young pastor, he had an experience that would prove to be life changing.

Brian was invited to introduce the internationally known author and speaker Peter Senge at a pastors’ conference. Well, at least that’s what Brian thought.

The event organizer kept quizzing him, “Hey, Brian, ready for your big day on Thursday?” Brian wondered why this guy was so anxious about an introduction. The night before the “big day,” the organizer gave one more nudge: “So, Brian, you’re sure you’re ready to interview Dr. Senge tomorrow night?

Interview Dr. Senge? Brian thought he was only supposed to introduce the speaker. It didn’t matter how the misunderstanding had happened, at this point there was no backing out.
“Sure thing,” Brian responded casually. Trying to appear calm, he beat a hasty retreat to his room, frantically pulled out a yellow pad, and began scribbling possible questions. Making the task even more daunting was the fact that Dr. Senge was scheduled to appear from a remote location via satellite teleconference.

The next day Brian arrived at the lecture hall a half hour early and went over timing with the conference planning team. Then, almost predictably, there was a “bug” in the satellite hookup.

Brian found himself standing in front of the crowd next to a large screen filled with static and trying to fill time. He could see someone in the production booth making exaggerated gestures—like he was stretching taffy.

Brian ran through his planned introduction about Dr. Senge’s being one of the fathers of systems thinking. Then he began to improvise, describing how Senge’s book The Fifth Discipline had influenced his thinking as a pastor . . . and so on . . . and so on.

 Just as Brian thought he might have to break into a couple of dance steps to entertain the crowd, the satellite hookup was completed. He looked down at his yellow legal pad and stumbled into what he describes as one of the lamest opening questions ever asked: “Hello, Dr. Senge. It’s a great honor for us to have you with us. Your image is being projected to about five hundred pastors. I imagine this is a different kind of crowd than you normally address. What would you like to say to a group of five hundred Christian ministers?”

Dr. Senge’s gracious response compensated for the interviewer’s nervousness. “Well, Brian, you’re right. I don’t normally speak to pastors. Actually, I was thinking about that very question yesterday when I was at a large bookstore. I asked the bookstore manager what the most popular books are these days. Most popular, he said, were books about how to get rich in the new information economy, which didn’t surprise me.
“Second most popular, the manager said, were books about spirituality, and in particular, books about Buddhism. And so when I thought about speaking to five hundred Christian pastors today, I thought I’d begin by asking you all a question: why are books on Buddhism so popular, and not books on Christianity?”

Great, thought Brian. Not only did he have to pose questions to a face on the screen, but now he had to field one from him, as well. He managed to recover enough to punt the question back: “Well, Dr. Senge, how would you answer that question?”

Senge replied, “I think it’s because Buddhism presents itself as a way of life, and Christianity presents itself as a system of belief. So I would want to get Christian ministers thinking about how to rediscover their own faith as a way of life, because that’s what people are searching for today. That’s what they need most.”

Twenty years later, Brian says he doesn’t remember a single thing about the rest of the interview, but he’ll always remember Dr. Senge’s statement. He couldn’t stop thinking about the relative proportions he and others in Christian communities had assigned to a “system of belief” and to a “way of life.” And he couldn’t help but agree that we must rediscover our faith as a way of life, not simply as a system of belief.

Over the years, Brian has come to see the word spirituality as capturing the idea of a viable, sustainable, meaningful way of life. It represents the fusion of the sacred and the secular into an everyday sacredness. It restores a sacred normalcy to the rhythms of life.
He points to the role that ancient spiritual practices can play in helping us find such a way of life. Those practices might involve making prayer ordinary to our daily schedule or annual calendar; making generosity normal, normative, and habitual so that it’s done automatically; making regular time for rest—whether we feel we need it or not—part of our routine; practicing simplicity instead of consumption; and countering violence with peace-making.

Spiritual practices, he adds, could be called life practices, because they help us practice being alive. Spiritual practices are about life, about training ourselves to become the kinds of people who have eyes and actually see; who have ears and actually hear; and who experience, not just survive life.

For several Sundays, we’re going to take some time to consider how ancient spiritual practices might help us find or rediscover a way of life.

In today’s reading from Matthew, Jesus asks his disciples who people say he is. He then asks who they believe he is.

It might be easy to view this exchange as a lesson about a “system of belief.” But maybe this morning we can look at it from a different perspective. Perhaps we can see it as an invitation to a “way of life”—one that’s filled with opportunities to recognize the divine.

Throughout the centuries, Christians have used different practices to help recognize the divine. Instead of just hearing about such practices, I thought we might change things up a bit and actually try out a couple of those practices this morning.

Now not every practice works for every person. It often takes trying on various types and forms of spiritual practices before we discover ones that help us find a meaningful way of life. That’s all to say that if you don’t connect with the practices we try this morning, don’t worry. There are lots of other practices that could help in responding to Jesus’ invitation to recognize the divine.

One of the ancient practices that many of today’s Christian communities seem to have lost is the use of a wide range of images for the divine. Many worship services employ only one or two or maybe three images for God.

But look at Hebrew scriptures, which are filled with an abundance of divine imagery. Jesus and the writers of the New Testament embraced vivid images of God. And the early church celebrated rich images for the divine.

In Alice Walker’s book The Color Purple, Celie and Shug are two women who become friends. On night they’re talking on the front porch when Shug looks at Celie and says, “Tell me what your God looks like.”

Celie has been so badly abused by all the men in her life that she needs to imagine God in a way other than male. So Shug paints another picture of God for her friend. She imagines God “who is inside and outside manifesting love even when you’re not looking—in trees and birds and other people, when you're sitting quiet or when you’re feeling like a motherless child.” And she tells her friend, “Whenever you are trying to pray and a man plops himself on the ‘end’ of that prayer, tell him to get lost, conjure up ﬂowers, wind, water, a big rock.”

Tell me what your God looks like.
What images help us recognize the divine in our lives? Is God a parent with a protective shoulder to lean against or a strong warrior who helps us through life’s battles? Do we image God as high and lifted up or as close to our heart? As scolding or comforting? As a place of refuge or a place of fire?

Maybe this practice will help us look inward and discover how we recognize the divine:

· What is your earliest memory of God? How does God “look” in that memory?

· Can you remember a time when you were afraid and needed God's help? How does God “look” in that memory?
· Can you remember a time when you felt closest to God? How does God “look” in that memory?

· Can you remember a time when you felt most alone? How does God “look” in that memory?

· Now imagine drawing two pictures of God. In the first picture, draw your earliest image of God. In the second picture, draw how you imagine God now. How do you feel about the differences in those pictures?

Before we close, let’s try another practice that may help us recognize the divine in our daily lives. It’s one that’s designed to help us pay attention so that we recognize the divine presence as we go through the day.

It’s an ancient practice known as examen. It invites us to look back at a day that’s complete and ask, “Where did I meet God?” and “Where did I miss God?” and then offer back the day in prayer.
If we had more time, we could work our way through a day. Beginning with when we got up, had breakfast, and got ready for the day. Then moving on to how we spent the morning, the afternoon, and evening. The things we did. The people we encountered. The places we went. The challenges we faced.

But this morning we’ll try a shorter version of this practice:

· Think of a recent day in your life. Quickly review how you spent that day.

· Now ask: When did I love and experience life and connectedness to God during that day? Was there a moment or several moments in which I recognized the divine presence in my life?

· Next ask: When did I experience a disconnect with God, others, or myself during that day? Was there a moment or several moments in which I resisted the divine presence in my life?
· As you think about that day, tell God about the disappointing moments and pray that you’ll try to recognize God’s presence in such moments in the future.
· As you remember the good moments of that day, give thanks for the divine presence in your life.
Tell me what your God looks like.

During this week, let’s respond to Jesus’ invitation to a way a life along which there are countless opportunities to recognize the divine. And each time we do, let’s give thanks. Amen.
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