Open to the unexpected

We recently returned from a holiday in Suffolk. One morning whilst there, I took myself to the village church for some quiet. In this vast empty space I became aware of two types of silence. There was the silence that held the memories of the prayers and worship of the monks of Dunwich that built it, but also an empty silence that suggested a spiritual emptiness that had lost touch with its original vision.

This connected with my thoughts and prayers over recent months concerning how we as individuals and church communities live our lives with God in a way that brings about God’s kingdom. It is so easy for us to become stuck in our thinking, and comfortable with the familiar, or by looking to the past. The danger then is that we can forget that God may be working to do ‘a new thing’ in our lives or in the community. This may involve new actions, or a need for a shift in our thinking and understanding, a lowering of our resistance to change. I am reminded of the verse in Matthew 5:52, ‘Every disciple who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.’ Or as Richard Rohr emphasises: ‘We want to move towards and not away from anything.’ Our need is to remain open to hearing and seeing things in new ways, allowing our minds and hearts to be changed through the work of the Holy Spirit.

Contemplative prayer puts us in a place where the Spirit can intervene and engage with us, changing our perspective and opening our eyes to a new way of seeing. Sometimes we need to be challenged and released from our limiting ways of thinking, and be open to the possibility of God breathing, into our consciousness, revealing something new and unexpected. In Acts 10 we have an example of Peter at prayer when he receives a vision in which God wants him to understand that Gentiles are to be accepted into the Christian community. The words that struck me are, ‘The Spirit said to him…’ Peter’s openess to God in prayer led to a new understanding of the breadth and extension of God’s grace, an awakening to the new and unexpected. Like him we need to be open in our prayers to new ways in which God may be working, staying alert and expectant.

As we enter the silence now, we are invited into a spacious, open place where we bring our whole selves before God, listening like Peter to hear what the Spirit is saying, alert to new ways in which God is extending the kingdom. The more we remain open to God in this way, the more we can become vessels of light as we step into a culture where there is so much darkness and fragmentation, but where God is at work building his kingdom.

Leading into the silence

Is it true that the wind
streaming especially in the fallacies
through the pines
is singing nothing, nothing at all,

or is it just that I don’t yet know the language?

Winds in the Pines   Mary Oliver

Leading from the silence

Before they call I will answer;
while they are still speaking I will hear.

Isaiah 65:24
