First week 


Resources on prayer


6th June,  2010 
Readings:

1 Kings 17: 17 – 24

Psalm 30

Luke 7: 11 – 17

Title for the day:

How does the Lord look at you?

Some ideas arising from the readings and connected with prayer
NB  try to limit what you say to no more than 10 minutes, in order to allow more time for prayer

1.

1 Kings 17:    it is OK to get cross with God!

The woman is angry with Elijah – Have you come here to …  kill my son?   And in turn Elijah is angry with God – Do you mean to bring grief to this widow … by killing her son?

The Psalms are full of people complaining, being angry, seeking revenge ….   That is, people being honest with God about how they feel.  Psalm 139, loved by so many,  verse 19:  ‘If only you would kill the wicked’    sadly, omitted from H&P, presumably considered not nice to say in church!  

Maybe a bit more honesty in our prayers would help us, we are always so grateful, so sorry, so pleading.  Where are our prayers that say, ‘O God, why?’ ?     ‘Why the earthquakes in Haiti and Chile?’    Why the suffering inflicted on a child by her mother? ‘   ‘Why did you let that happen?’
Maybe a bit more honesty would help God too!  Our relationship would be more open if more honest. Or are we afraid to be honest with God?  Afraid that we might upset God?   That God might be angry with us if we tell it how it is? I think God is broad-minded and broad-shouldered enough to cope with our honesty!
A starting point for my prayer is to pray out of how I am - how am I feeling at this moment as I begin my prayer?  What is my deepest desire?  - What do I really need from God?
2.

Luke 7:     How does Jesus look at me?

This is a similar story to the first.  A widow’s son is raised to life.  Let us not get bogged down in whether these stories really happened, or why God does not bring back to life the sons of today’s widows.

Both stories speak of compassion, of Elijah and of Jesus, for the grieving widow. (NB a woman with no man to look after her would quickly become destitute in that society, and be reduced to begging.

(also 2 Kings 4 – another grieving mother’s dead son is brought back to life by Elisha)
The crowd who see what happened, praise God and say,’ God has visited his people.’  ie God has come near to rescue and save us,  this is the time we have been waiting for. They would probably have connected what they have seen Jesus do with the stories of Elisha and Elijah. 

 ‘Jesus gave him to his mother’  mirrors the words used in  1 Kings 17:23

Verse 13:  when the Lord saw her, he felt sorry for her/ had pity on her / his heart went out to her.  Jesus didn’t say, ‘Stop making a fuss’  or ‘people die everyday’   or  ‘Go and stay with your in-laws’.    ‘His heart went out to her’, he is moved and touched by what he sees .and then he responds.
When we come to pray, and imagine ourselves in the presence of Jesus, ask, ‘How is Jesus looking at me?’    Is he looking reproving,  saying – and about time too!   Or is he looking bored – not you again!   Or does he look on you with love?  with compassion?  Does his heart go out to you?

If you can then be honest about how you are – how does Jesus respond? 
Presenting the gospel
Rather than simply having the gospel read, when some of the congregation might switch off, be bold and try telling the story in your own words, as though you were there.  But don’t read it!  We use a different tone of voice when reading. Telling it as it happened, what your feelings were, with emotion …  all helps the congregation to engage with the story, to enter into it for themselves. 

I keep very closely to the story in the gospel, and use the words that are said exactly.
I don’t give the game away by telling people what the story is before I start, I think then it loses its impact.

Also, I like to pause for a minute or so after the gospel, to give people time to absorb what they have heard, and I tell them that that will happen before I tell the story.

You could try topping and tailing the story with music, fading in and out to set the scene.
e.g.  Ma Naavon, or Kaddish, both Jewish pieces easily available on World Music CD’s or compilations.  Also Theme music to “Schindlers List”. Use sad music at the start and joyful music to finish.

So here is what I might say:

‘’It was a sad day. Well, a death is always sad, but I felt so sorry for his mother. She was already a widow and he was her only son.  That meant she had no man left in her family to look after her, and we all knew that a destitute woman has a really hard time in our society.  A crowd had gathered, all the neighbours and friends, but we were very subdued, each thinking about the poor widow.

We were walking behind the woman and the men carrying the body of her son, on the road out to the edge of the town where we buried people. We were just by the city gate when these strangers, a dozen or so, arrived.  When they saw us coming they stopped, maybe out of respect or perhaps just curiosity. 

 One of the men was really looking at the grieving woman. I was very struck by the look on his face,  it was so full of compassion, as though his heart had gone out to her. He went up to her and says to her, ‘Do not weep’.  Then he went over to the men carrying her son’s body. They stopped and he touched the coffin.  The crowd gasped, you just don’t do that –it makes you ritually unclean. And he says to the boy, ‘Young man, I’m telling you :  Get up! ‘
Well, you could have heard a feather fall to the ground. We all held our breath and watched …    The young man sat up!  I mean, sat up.  He was dead, and he sat up. So he wasn’t dead any more. He was sitting up and talking, so he must have been alive.  He had been dead and then he was alive! 

 I saw it with my own eyes. The widow’s dead son sat up and this stranger gave him back to his mother.  What was going on?  Who was this stranger?
You could feel the fear in the crowd, well, terror. We were so afraid, we were just rooted to the spot. How did it happen? A dead man walking!  Then great excitement and everyone was glorifying God,  (for surely this must have been God at work?)

They were saying,  ‘A great prophet has been raised up among us’, and ‘God has visited his people.’ You can imagine, we talked about nothing else for days, and the news spread like wildfire through the whole of Judaea.’’
After you have told the story, pause and allow time for people to absorb what they have heard.

Praying with our own story
 (allow about 10 minutes for this) (Be brave, people might gain more from this than from your words of wisdom!)   ( pause and count to 10 at each  ….    )

‘’ Let’s take a few moments to still ourselves …

be aware of the sounds around you, the passing traffic, the bird song, the ticking of the clock … (whatever is appropriate)

be aware of the sound of your own breathing, the air entering and leaving your body …

allow this awareness to take you deeper, deeper into that place where you are more truly yourself and more open to God 

(allow a minute)
Now, ponder the moment you most dread, the worst that could happen to you,  maybe in the coming week or next year, maybe losing your job, maybe something you expect to happen or something unexpected, a sudden accident, losing someone you love, your own dying 
      (allow a minute)
In your imagination, be there in the middle of that scene …

Look around at what is happening, who is there …

Feel the feelings – 
the sorrow, or anger or despair or frustration or bitterness or heartbreak            (allow a minute)
Now let Jesus come into the scene …

Let him come close to you …

Be aware of how Jesus looks at you, 
the expression on his face, how he feels about you 
      (allow a  minute)

With Jesus there in the midst of your worst fears, be aware of how he responds …

what he does …

and listen to what he says,  it may not be what you expect …..

Let Jesus be Jesus and you be you with him   


(allow a minute)

What do you want to say to him?  Listen for his reply ….

      (allow a  minute)
When your conversation has come to end, rest in his loving presence …              (allow a minute)
For now we must end this prayer time, but know you can return at any time you choose, for Jesus is always there for you …

When you are ready, be aware again of the sounds around you, of this place, of the people …
Be aware of what happened in your prayer, of what you want to take away with you ….

Display
You could provide a display for this week by draping a purple cloth over a table with a few rocks, laid to one side.  Have some purple candles available, (four if you use the song “The Touching Place” for prayers of intercession) 
Opening responses

I light this candle in the name of the Father 

who loves all that has been made 


and breathed the breath of life for us.
I light this candle in the name of Jesus 

who came into this world bringing life 


and looks upon us with love.
I light this candle in the name of the Spirit 

who empowers us to live lives of love 


and to bring life to others.
Closing responses

Christ’s life breathed into us,


our lives shaped by his.

Christ’s eyes on our faces, 


his look enabling us.

Christ’s love in our hearts, 


our love reaching out to all.

Prayers of Intercession

Perhaps here we can try to look at the world through the eyes of Jesus, to see as he sees.   If we too have our hearts moved by what we see, how shall we respond?  What shall we do? Are we prepared to be part of the answers to our prayers?   Not much use praying for the hungry people in the world if I don’t put my money to good use through Christian Aid.  Not much use praying for peace in Israel/Palestine if I still harbour grudges against my neighbour.  Or praying for lonely people in my town, if I am not prepared to visit a few of them.

Does God have a magic wand to wave ?  Probably not!  But God can work through us, through minds and hearts that are moved by what they see. 

Try using the Song, “A Touching place”, singing the verse, and then having some silence, at least a minute whilst a candle is lit and giving people time to think about the words, before singing the chorus.  It would be good if you could have a soloist for the verses.

Alternative to this would be to use “Bless the Lord my soul” as a sung response to Prayers.  (Common Ground – CG  or Taize)
Hymns
A Touching Place   CG 1
We cannot measure how you heal.   CG 138
We shall go out in hope of resurrection (Dr J. Boyce-Tillman © 1993 'Reflecting Praise', Stainer & Bell )
Have faith in God my heart
H&P 675
He is Lord
H&P 256
This could be used as an affirmation of faith, said by everyone
You have touched us and turned our mourning into dancing

Removed our sackcloth and clothed us with joy,

We cannot be silent in your presence

But will give you thanks and praise for ever”   (Psalm 30.11, adapted)

Handout for congregations:
NB  these will be printed and sent out to all the churches in the circuit, please can you make sure they are available for people to take away – as stewards sometimes forget!

This is sent as a separate attachment – please print side two on the reverse of side one, and fold to make an A5 leaflet.
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