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I Fasting

THE disciples of John the Baptist and the Pharisees once went to
Jesus to ask why He and his disciples did not fast when everyone
else did (Matthew 9:14). They rightly perceived that Jesus was a
devout man, and they expected that He would be interested in
fasting. Jesus’ answer to them is that the time was not right for
fasting. Does the wedding party fast while the bridegroom is still
with them? Is that not rather a time for celebration? After the
bridegroom has been taken away, then the time for fasting will
return.

At other times Jesus himself is known to have fasted —
especially at the beginning of his ministry, when He was driven into
the wilderness by the Spirit and tempted by Satan. At that time of
preparation and trial, he fasted forty days. He sanctified the practice
through His own observance, as well as through His teaching.

Scripture teaches us that it is a good idea to fast but it does
not provide much in the way of specifics for when to fast or exactly
what food is permitted. For these we find some guidance in the
practice of the church. The questions of how and when are hardly
new in our day. By following the church’s guidance, we also avoid
the dangers of using fasting as a spiritual ‘holier than thou’ routine.
Instead of being a purely individual exercise, it takes its meaning
from the larger context of the family of Christ.

While fasting is not a widely practised spiritual discipline
among Christians these days, it seems to be enjoying something of a
revival. Christians are rediscovering that the ‘spiritual’ life is not
lived entirely in the head. We are not purely spiritual beings, but
also fleshly. That Jesus took upon Himself our nature shows us that
our goal is not to get out of the flesh, but to love and serve God with
the flesh as well as the spirit. Fasting is aimed at the integration of
flesh and spirit, that all of our being may serve the one goal of loving
God.

This means that the Christian fast is not the same as going
on a diet. The aim of a diet is the physical health of the body. A diet



may be a good thing, not only for our health but for our self-control.
But its focus is different from fasting. The aim of fasting is not to
lose weight, but to draw near to God through a physical discipline.
Its focus is primarily spiritual and its benefits are likewise spiritual.
It success is not measured in pounds lost, but in increasing
dependence upon God.

There are several sorts of fasts commonly practised in the
Church. The first is the Lenten fast. This fast extends over the forty
weekdays of Lent (not including the Sundays), sharing Jesus’ forty
day fast, and the forty years Israel spent in the wilderness. Lent is a
penitential fast. It began in the early days of the church as a fast for
those preparing to be baptised at Easter. Those who had been
excluded from the fellowship of the Church by reason of their sins
also fasted, in preparation for being readmitted to Communion at
Easter. Eventually, Lent became a time for all Christians to express
their penitence through fasting and other acts of spiritual discipline.
This appropriately extends to all Christians, since penitence is an
essential expression of our standing before God.

In the matter of details, the Lenten fast is eating less than
usual. There are various ways this has been defined. One is to eat
one full meal each day, with the other two significantly less than
normal. Another rule is to eat the three meals as usual, but
eliminate snacks between meals, seconds, and desserts. For most of
us this is a good, practical definition of the Lenten fast, requiring
significant sacrifice but not endangering our health. Many people
also give up drinking during Lent. Ash Wednesday and Good Friday
are regarded as strict fasts, meaning that no solid food is taken until
three in the afternoon (the hour of Jesus’ death on the cross), and
only one meal for the day, in the evening. The elderly, young
children, those who are sick, and those engaged in hard, physical
labour are not expected to fast.

The penitential aspect of fasting — and indeed of the
Christian religion generally — is difficult for some people. Does not
God wish us to be joyful and happy? He does indeed, but to share
His joy truly requires an understanding how much we receive from
Him. The penitential aspect of the fast is not to make us miserable



or morbid, but to show us how much we need God. In fasting we
find how little we can do on our own. It is hard to fast for the forty
days of Lent. Chances are that there will be times when the whole
discipline verges on collapse. That does not mean that the fast has
failed. On the contrary, it gives us the opportunity to develop the
true penitence, which is a humble spirit of dependence upon God.
In our need we draw closer to Him. We cannot be truly thankful for
God’s gifts without knowing what we have been given.

The difficulties of fasting teach us the price of our
redemption. God’s grace is not cheap. It cost Jesus His life. We need
to experience a bit of that costliness if we are to appreciate the gift
and enter into the joy of our redemption. By undertaking a fast
during Lent, we begin to share, in a slight but real way, the
sufferings of Jesus on our behalf. We learn a bit more of how much
God has given us.

Another aspect of the Lenten fast is the structure it brings to
our lives. Eating is one of the fundamental acts around which our
lives are structured. When we alter that, as in a diet or when
working nights, we alter everything else along with it. Fasting
during Lent becomes a more or less constant reminder of living a
Christian life. It recalls us from the temptation of supposing that we
need think about being Christians only when we are in church or
saying our prayers. It tells us that at every moment we are God’s
children, and need to live accordingly.

So much of our lives is geared to immediate results, to
instant gratification, to doing something for a short time and
moving on to the next thing. Christian life, however, is constant and
long-term. The Lenten fast is too long to be accomplished on the
basis of one burst of enthusiasm. It is something which requires
perseverance. It requires getting into a routine and continuing it
whether we really feel like it or not.

This is why fasting can be so liberating: it bases life not on
our immediate feelings and desires, but on the more substantial
foundation of will. There are inevitably times during Lent when you
do not feel like keeping the fast. If you do it anyway, you are placing
your spiritual life first — and thus God first — whatever you are



feeling at the moment. By fasting we learn that we do not have to
give in to our feelings all the time. We find that our feelings can be
disciplined. And so we can be freed from their tyranny, to live as we
wish.

The discipline of fasting at once gives us more control over
ourselves, and opens us more fully to God. We discover both our
power (to live free from our petty feelings and in God’s grace) and
our weakness — in failing to do anything perfectly (even fasting!)
without God’s help. So we become stronger Christians and learn
that our strength depends all the more upon God.

The second kind of fast is the special purpose fast. This
might occur, on an individual basis, before baptism (for an adult) or
ordination, during a retreat, or in the course of making a vocational
decision. The aim is to draw near to God in some particular spiritual
context. One of the early Church Fathers suggested that both the
candidate for baptism and the priest who would be performing the
baptism should fast beforehand. This kind of fasting accompanies
prayer. Fasting is an offering of devotion, expressing the desire of
the person to draw near to God.

The particulars of these fasts are determined individually.
Few people these days fast (from all solid food) for more than a day
or two, though most could. Many people do observe the Ember Days
— the Wednesday, Friday and Saturday at the four seasons (in
September, during Advent and Lent, and the week after Whitsun) —
as a time to fast partially or abstain from flesh meat, along with
special prayer for the ordained ministry of the Church. The Ember
Days are the traditional times for ordinations.

The third kind of fasting is the Friday abstinence. This fast is
not, traditionally, a reduction in the amount of food eaten, though
some prefer to treat it that way. It is rather the abstinence for the day
from flesh meat — beef, pork, veal, poultry, etc. Eggs, fish and milk
products are permitted. The aim of this abstinence is to recall week
by week the death of Jesus upon the Cross. Just as every Sunday is a
commemoration of Easter, so also every Friday is a commemoration
of the Passion which led to the Resurrection. We observe Sunday as
a holiday and a day of rest. It is only fitting that there be some
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observance of Friday as well. The abstinence from meat is a way of
reminding ourselves of Christ’s suffering on the cross, just as saying
grace before meals is a way of reminding ourselves that we have
received the food from His bounty.

The fourth kind of fasting is the Eucharistic fast. This is the
fast before receiving Holy Communion. This is also an ancient
practice. In medieval times, this fast began at midnight before
Communion and included liquids as well as solid food. Since the
Reformation it has been relaxed in order to encourage more
frequent Communions and to facilitate Communion later in the day.
The contemporary Roman Catholic practice is a fast from solid food
for one hour before the time of Communion. This is a minimal
standard, since the part of the service before Communion is often
nearly that long. Others recommend a fast from solid food
(permitting water) of three hours before the time of the service.

The aim of the Eucharistic fast is to honour the spiritual
food of the Body and Blood of Our Lord which we receive in Holy
Communion, by not giving precedence to any merely earthly food.
By receiving Communion fasting, we show that we prefer this
Heavenly Food to all earthly food. Then we will be able to enjoy our
earthly food all the more.

Fasting is a form of spiritual training. The athlete accepts
the rigours of his training as necessary to the success of his sport.
Sometimes he does not really feel like training. Sometimes he is
tempted to break training. But if he is devoted to his sport, he values
his training, for it is the means to his success. Knowing this he can
give himself over to its demands, even though it is difficult. Fasting
is one element in the Christian’s training. It helps him to live his
spiritual life more fully, more in union with Jesus’ life. It helps him
to share Jesus’ temptation and suffering. It helps him to know his
need of God, and to experience all the more concretely God’s
presence in his life.

Fasting is not something that the Christian does to get
points, to earn some quantity of merit that will get him into heaven.
He does not do it to impress others with his piety. That was the
Pharisees’ mistake. He does it because he loves God and would like



to love Him more. This is one way that God has given him to
accomplish that goal. He will find more and more that his joy comes
in sharing Jesus’ fasting and temptation as well as sharing His
resurrection. For to the one who loves God, everything — whether
something the world counts pleasant or painful — is an opportunity
to draw closer to Him.

2. Money

WHEN we think of the spiritual life, money is not the first thing that
comes to mind. Not only does ‘filthy lucre’ seem far removed from
prayer and worship, but the thought of bringing our spending under
God’s scrutiny and authority makes us uncomfortable. We fear
(often rather dimly) that we are too self-indulgent in our spending.
There are always worthy causes out there in need of support: am I
really doing my part? Can I have a steak today or should I give
f10.00 to the hostel for the homeless? Should I stop trying to
muddle through with my old Ford and replace it or should I give
£250.00 to the Organ Restoration Fund? In the first place, we are
not quite sure how to apply the Gospel to such choices, and in the
second we are not sure that we want to!

We are also tempted to be preoccupied with money. This
happens whether we have much or little. This preoccupation
interferes with prayer, as well as with caring for other people. We
think that the necessity of making money leaves no time for prayer
or any other spiritual discipline. We begin to see life in terms of
costs and earnings.

It seems a no-win situation: if we do not give it all away, we
feel guilty for not doing our all, and if we do give it all away we will
not be able to provide for our real and legitimate needs. Our usual
solution is to try to segregate our financial concerns from our
Christian life. This does not work very well either, for we are
material creatures as well as spiritual. And we are to be Christians
with the whole of our being: all of our life is to be lived under the



Lordship of Christ.

Fortunately, there are some Scriptural principles which can
help us out of our dilemma. In the parable of the talents (Matthew
25:14-30), Jesus gives us the principle of stewardship. This means
two things. First, what we have has been given to us. It is not, strictly
speaking, our own, but a gift from God. Remembering this keeps us
from grasping our wealth too closely, and from the vanity of
thinking well of ourselves because of our money. If we are blessed
with riches, it is God’s generosity, rather than a reward for our
virtue or hard work.

Second, the parable of the talents makes it clear that we have
responsibility for the wealth that God has given us. We must use it,
trade with it, and not merely hoard it. We will be called to account
for what we have done. Judgement follows not just on whether we
have said our prayers and gone to church, but on how we have used
the wealth God has given into our hands. Our responsibility is real,
and we are responsible not to ourselves but to God. We cannot hope
to resolve our dilemma without God, for He is the one who will
render the judgement. God has given us the responsibility. We are
to take it seriously. This means that there is no automatic formula as
to how to use our wealth, for this would deliver us from real
responsibility. It was for such that the third servant wished, in
hiding his lord’s money and returning it intact. His condemnation
follows for his refusal to take up the responsibility. Nor can we
ignore it or wish it away. God wants us to be responsible, and to
learn responsibility by the way we use our money.

We begin to grasp the difficulty of the responsibility when
we recall the story of Jesus’ anointing with the costly ointment in the
house of Simon the Leper (Mark 14:3-9). Some saw the woman’s act
as a waste of a precious resource which might have done much to
relieve the poor. No doubt they expected Jesus’ approval for their
murmuring, knowing His commitment to the poor. Yet He rebukes
them. Her offering is acceptable, anointing His body for burial
beforehand. The uniqueness of His presence warrants the offering.
This is something more important than the care of the poor.

I think we have to admit that the appropriateness of the
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woman’s offering is not obvious. We will need God’s help if we are
to discern how we are to spend our money. The difficulty of the
choices we face every day is to make us flee to Him for help. We are
to be His stewards, and as such constantly seek His guidance in our
stewardship. The woman was able to make her sacrifice — and
ignore those who criticised her — because she was wholly focused on
Jesus. Being filled with the love of God as she was, we will be open
to the needs of those around us. ‘But whoso hath this world’s good,
and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of
compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?
(1 John 3:17). The needs around us are daunting, and we may feel a
vague guilt at not doing enough. This is a problem so long as others’
needs and our wealth abide. The solution lies in putting self aside,
and allowing God to fill us with Himself — just as the woman was
wholly centred on Jesus. Then we can discern the right use of our
riches.

The third (and most unsettling) story is of the widow who
cast the two mites into the temple treasury (Mark 12:41-44). Jesus
tells the disciples (to their astonishment) that she ‘hath cast more in,
than all they which have cast into the treasury: for all they did cast in
of their abundance; but she of her want did cast in all that she had,
even all her living.” This is a story of incredible trust. The widow
gave her all. She had two mites — she could have kept one for herself
and still made a very solid sacrificial offering. Yet in giving away all
to God, she trusted that God would somehow take care of her. She is
an example of faith.

While her faith is already a great challenge to us, we are
unsettled by the substance of the offering. Compared to the needs of
the temple, her offering was negligible. It would not repair the roof
or feed the staff. It is hard for us to think of it as a great gift. And yet
it is. We will not understand the way money works without God’s
gift of discernment.

The widow’s gift was sacramental as well as sacrificial. In
giving what little she had she shows her willingness to give her all to
God. Her offering of the mites is a sacrament of her life: it
represents her whole life. She wills to live entirely for God, and so



disposes of her wealth accordingly.

These principles of sacrifice and sacrament are also
expressed in the Old Testament idea of the tithe. The tithe was an
offering to God of 10% off the top. Rejects and seconds did not
count: the offering was not a way to cull the defective sheep in the
herd. This was a significant offering and no mere token. We
sometimes forget this in these days of 20% (or 50%!) income tax.
But think what 10% of your take-home income represents in terms
of what you buy for yourself: it is significant. The offering would be
sacrificial.

The sacrificial offering is a sign of trust in God. The
Israelites could not spend what they had given away (any more than
we can). To give 10% to God is to trust that they could get by on
what is left. Thus the tithes were not to be withheld until the end of
the month. It was the primary commitment, and to be paid first. It
was not the cushion to be paid when it was clear that there was
enough to go around.

The tithe is also sacramental. The offering of the tenth
represents the offering of the whole. Though only a tenth (and not
the whole, as with the widow’s mites) the tithe symbolises the
whole. All belongs to God. Our stewardship must recognise this.
The offering of the tenth — a substantial portion — does this in deed
and not just in word.

Here are the principles we need to resolve our own
questions about the use of our wealth. First, we hold it as stewards.
It is to be used for God’s service. While we may earn our earthly
wages by our labour, we should still regard our wealth as God’s gift.
This is especially true if we are blessed with some degree of riches.
Our pride is ever ready to take credit for it, and think that it is a
reward for our virtue or hard work or talent. But we have nothing
that we have not been given. Our right use of wealth depends upon
our recognition (believed with the heart and not just with the head)
that all we have is God’s generous gift to us.

Second, we need His guidance (which comes from being
filled with Him rather than self) to discern the right use of riches.



We should ask for this insight, that we may see what He saw in the
widow’s gift and in the anointing in Bethany. Otherwise we will
never be able to integrate our spiritual life with the place wealth has
in our lives. The two will remain in separate, water-tight
compartments, governed by disparate sets of rules. The goal of an
integrated and whole Christian life will elude us, and our wealth will
be used not spiritually but in an earthly way. This discernment is
essential if we are to be good stewards.

Third, our use of wealth must express our trust in God.
Whenever we use it to secure our own position, we get into trouble.
The wealth of the rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16-22) apparently
kept him from being able to give his whole trust to God. We are
tempted to secure our material position for ourselves, thinking that
then we will be able to devote ourselves to the service of God without
having to worry about money. This is a dangerous enterprise, as
Jesus warns us in the parable of the rich man who would build
greater barns in which to store his wealth (Luke 12:14-21). We will
have to give account not just for what we have but for how we have
used it. Neither wealth nor poverty is an excuse for putting off our
Christian duty.

Fourth, our giving to the church is to be both sacrificial and
sacramental. Offering a set percentage of income seems to be a good
way of accomplishing this. The percentage must be high enough to
be sacrificial, as in the tenth of the Old Testament Law. Only when
the offering is substantial can it truly represent (symbolically) the
offering of all that we have received at God’s hands. If it is to
represent the offering of all to God, then we must offer it ‘off the
top’ — at the beginning of the week (or month), trusting that God
will accept the offering, and get us through with what is left.
Otherwise the offering can become a tip to God, or a kind of
protection payment — neither of which is worthy of us or Him!

While these principles give us the foundation for dealing
with wealth as Christians, we must still go and do it. There is no
magic answer which delivers us from the need to be responsible
about it. So we must get on with it, as God’s stewards, sharing our
decisions with Him, seeking His help in discernment, asking His
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help to trust and depend upon Him in whatever situation we are.
With thankfulness and trust we will not go far wrong.

3. Holidays

TAKING a vacation is like falling off a log, right? What could be
easier? Yet for Christians, it is often difficult to take a vacation
without all semblance of Christian practice disappearing. We go on
vacation to leave responsibilities behind — and we may include
Christian ones. We try to take a vacation from God and His
inexorable demands. We want to be free to indulge ourselves
without worrying about sin. This approach leads to a most
unsatisfactory vacation: we end up feeling guilty and vaguely aware
that something is wrong. It produces a mildly foul temper, which is
only resolved when the return to Christian routine forces us to deal
with our selfishness. Then, as we face all of the sin of the vacation,
we can repent (with the inevitable remorse), and get on with our
regular Christian life.

We may also find it hard to relax. We get used to the
structure and routine of our ‘normal’ lives. On vacation, we are faced
with unstructured time. What will we do with it all? A vacation can
be more tiring than the regular routine of work, for we must not
only complete all our activities, but we must also supply the
activities to be completed. If we are not careful this can be more
stressful than the usual routine.

We are taught in Scripture that the times of rest are
important for us. Israel was commanded (not just permitted) to keep
the Sabbath. It was to be a day of worship, holy to the Lord; it was
also to be a day of rest. It was to remind God’s people that He had
made them and that He sustained them. They did not survive by
their own hand. It served to keep their labour in perspective. Labour
was good and human. But it was no substitute for what God does for
His people. The sanctified time of rest helped to keep this all in
order.

II



One of the distinctly Christian problems is that vacations
tend of their nature to be self-indulgent. Moreover, we go on
vacation to do what we want instead of having to work at things
determined for us. If we extend this to be the ruling principle of our
time on vacation, we will surely end up in a great mess. For self-
indulgence is the very opposite of Christian life, which has sacrificial
love at its centre. This does not mean that vacations are unchristian.
It does mean that they present special problems.

Self-indulgence manifests itself in the attitude that everything ought
to revolve around me: everything is here for my comfort. Then,
when anything goes wrong — rain at the beach, bad food at the
restaurant, no room at the hotel, car trouble — I claim the right to
resent it. (I may also claim the right to vent my anger on everyone
else.) I expect my desires to be satisfied — I wish to see a particular
film whether everyone else does or not. And if my desire is not
satisfied, I am entitled to compensation of one sort or another. It is
surprisingly easy to fall into this attitude on vacation. We are
without the usual mechanisms by which we catch ourselves when
we are selfish.

We need to remember that we are Christians. This means
that the vacation (as all of human life) is not our right but God’s gift
to us. It is to be received at His hand. This is the antidote for self-
indulgence. We are on vacation to be refreshed as Christians, not to
be refreshed by being pagans for a time. If we maintain an attitude
of simple thankfulness we will not go far wrong. Then we will not
expect everything to go our way any more than it does the rest of the
year. If we fall (and the resentment begins), then we can repent and
return, thanking God for what we have.

When we take time off, what is to be accomplished? From
the human standpoint: rest and refreshment. It is time to lay aside
our daily burdens of work in order to find some refreshment of flesh
and spirit. In the time allowed us we will no doubt want to play —
however we may wish to do that. We will want to be with family or
friends, and take the opportunity to be with them in the ways that
are not possible during the routine of work. Laying aside our usual
preoccupations of work allows us the energy for other pursuits. That

I2



change should in turn allow us a general refreshment, preparing us
to return to work with renewed interest and vigour.

From a Christian standpoint there is something else which
is to be accomplished in a vacation. The Christian will be seeking
refreshment for the spirit as well as mind and body. He will be
seeking rest and refreshment in Christ. If it is not to be a vacation
from God but a vacation in God, then we must sustain our prayer
life even while we relax. This is not easy. Prayer generally requires
effort. We are tempted to think that we can leave it behind with our
other work when we go on vacation. This is a recipe for disaster. We
will probably want to alter our general rule of life somewhat when
we are on vacation. Prayer should not be a burden on vacation. But
neither should it be abandoned altogether. Between these two
extremes lies the Christian pathway.

Before we go, it helps to examine our rule and decide on
some practical adjustments: what we will maintain and what we will
relax on vacation. We will need some sort of set prayer daily. If we
normally say both Morning and Evening Prayer, we might want to
say just one. If we usually say one (and if that would be burdensome
on vacation), we can substitute a briefer form. The point is to take
on enough to retain the spiritual continuity of what we do the rest of
the time, but not so much that it is burdensome.

The same principles apply to the other elements of our rule,
especially corporate worship and meditation. Sunday worship may
be a problem if we are travelling. Camping out in the wilderness or
sitting on an aeroplane would make it impossible to be at church on
Sunday. In such situations, we should be sure to take a special time
for prayer in observance of the Lord’s Day, corporately if possible. If
it is possible to participate in Sunday worship we will want to avail
ourselves of the opportunity — not because we have to but because
we will miss it if we do not. It seems that it always takes more effort
to get to church on vacation — but that is just sloth trying to get the
better of us.

The prayer of quiet is essential for a successful vacation. It is
also very difficult. We know from experience that this is the hardest
type of prayer to establish, even with the support of a set rule. It is
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also especially dependent upon that set time and place. Without the
rule, it can easily disappear. On vacation, we are apt to lose our
regular time and place for quiet, and so need special effort to keep it
up. We may not be able to meditate every day. But we will need to
plan to take the time at least two or three times a week. And then we
will need self-discipline to carry the plan through.

If we do succeed at this, we will keep our relationship with
God intact, and give it the room to grow. We will be able to share
with Him the joys and trials of being on vacation (and there are
surely both!). We will be able to catch ourselves falling into any
sinful habits before we have gone very far. It will help to keep
everything on an even keel.

While being on vacation presents special problems for the
Christian, it also presents special opportunities. We have time on
vacation to do some of the things we never get around to otherwise.
If our Christian faith is important to us, we may well want to do
some specifically Christian things with the extra time. It is an ideal
situation for spiritual reading — the sort of thing we have on the
shelf but never quite found the energy to get into. Similarly we may
wish to do some extra Bible study, particularly any large-scale
reading that is of interest. For example, the daily office readings may
have made us wish that we could read through one of the Gospels at
a sitting.

Vacation is also likely to present opportunities for special
reflection on one’s Christian life. So often, in the course of daily
routine, we think of things we would like to reflect upon — and they
never quite get the time devoted to them. Vacations can help. The
month or two before, we should keep a list of such items, so that
when we have the time (lying in the sun or walking through the
woods) we will be able to remember some of the things, and give
them the time we would like. A vacation is not the same as a retreat,
but (depending on its circumstances) it can help us in similar ways.

We may want to frequent a weekday Communion if our
vacation arrangements permit it. This will give us a splendid chance
for quiet worship. All of these are opportunities to sanctify the time
of rest. There are obviously many ways of doing so. If we
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consciously accept the need for sanctifying our vacations (in other
words, vacationing as Christians), we will rise to the challenges of a
vacation, and take best advantage of the opportunities. Our vacation
will then provide growth and refreshment for the spirit as well as for
the body and mind. It will be an opportunity for Christian growth.

4.  Sleep

SLEEP (although it may not seem very ‘spiritual’) presents special
problems for Christian life. Some Christians (those having some
control of their schedules) are tempted to indulge in more sleep
than the body needs. This tends to produce sloth and negligence. It
is an easy trap to fall into, since our circadian rhythm tends to have
us sleep a little later each day. To rise when the alarm goes off is an
effort for many of us: our bodies tell us we need more sleep, the bed
is warm and cosy, and our will is a little less potent when we are just
waking up. But to give in to this temptation is to embrace a life in
which we are ruled not by the spirit but by the flesh, not by the
highest part of our nature but by the lowest. We end up serving the
flesh, living for the satisfaction of our bodily desires. If we cannot
get up when we need to, it is not merely that the spirit is willing and
the flesh weak, but that the flesh is stronger than the spirit.

This temptation also manifests itself in another way: when
we do not get as much sleep as we think we deserve, we think we are
justified in being grumpy and difficult. The demands of the flesh
assert themselves against our desire to live virtuously.

As Christians we would rather be serving God than the
flesh. Our desire is to live the spiritual life with our bodies co-
operating in Christian life, helping us to pray and love God every
moment of the day.

To achieve this ideal of the integration of body and soul in
the spiritual life, some discipline in sleep is needed. We cannot
allow our lives to be dominated by our desire for sleep any more
than we could allow the desire for food to determine everything else.

15



At the weekend or on vacation, there is generally no harm with
sleeping in. But as a regular habit, it is likely to be harmful to
Christian life. It is often part of a general pattern of undisciplined
Christian life, where our prayers get said irregularly, our self-
examinations are rare, even our Sunday worship may become a hit
or miss prospect. Discipline in getting up in the morning may not
solve all the other problems, but it is a step in the right direction. It
is the beginning of discipline (or for some, an advanced step!),
where we assert our will to co-operate with grace, in order to live as
Christians whatever the cost to the body.

This does not mean that virtue is the equivalent of not
getting much sleep. Things are not so simple! There are also those
who do not get enough sleep; and this is not good for the Christian
life either. These people rush from one thing to the next, with so
many things to do that they do not take time to sleep. The lack takes
its toll on the body, either in illness and debility or else in
peevishness and ill humour. Usually this is a sign of an attempt at
self-salvation. Our frenzied activity is aimed at making ourselves
worthy of God. Our goodness is our own accomplishment. Thus we
really do not have time to sleep: we have much to do to merit
heaven! This is neither good theology nor good stewardship of the
body.

Sometimes this leads to difficulties going to sleep. We get so
tense about everything we are doing and will have to do on the
morrow that we simply cannot go to sleep. We lie there thinking
about everything that has to get done. We go over it in our mind. We
may begin to get nervous about something that we know will be
difficult, or some personal encounter that is likely to be unpleasant.
Then we begin to think how late it is, and how tired we are going to
be if we do not get to sleep immediately. And that makes it even
harder to get to sleep.

Then we learn that we cannot by our own effort go to sleep.
This is a humbling realisation. For it seems as though we ought to
be able to do something as simple as that. Our inability shows us
that we cannot live by ourselves, that we need Another, that we have
been made to live in dependence upon our Maker. ‘It is but lost
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labour that ye haste to rise up early, and so late take rest, and eat the
bread of carefulness; for so he giveth his beloved sleep’ (Psalm 127).
Sleep is a gift from God. On those nights when we are over-tired and
yet still feel enough tension to remain awake: on those nights we
know what a wondrous gift it is, that sweet refreshment which
comes to us from a merciful Father.

For us to overcome this kind of insomnia, we need to learn
to relax into God’s loving arms: to trust. Since we cannot put
ourselves to sleep by any positive act, trying harder will not help.
Rather, we need to learn to trust God. We will never do this very well
so long as we insist on controlling our salvation, rather than
accepting it as His free and undeserved gift. Believing that Christ
has accomplished our salvation will lead us to depend on God. Our
Christian actions will be aimed at loving God back, at living up to
His incredible generosity.

All of this is related to going to sleep. To let ourselves go
(which is what is needed in going to sleep) we must be able to trust,
to let go of our works and our control of our lives. Our ability to let
ourselves go into His arms each night is practice for heaven. Only
those will be found in heaven who are willing to depend entirely on
God. Similarly, we prepare to die: for then, too, in our weakness, we
will need to relax and trust God for the journey through death into
the life He has made for us hereafter.

Sometimes we have trouble going to sleep not because of
tension but because of fear. We may be afraid because of guilt: being
dimly aware that we are not right with God. We may fear by reason
of our inadequacy: knowing (also dimly) that we are insufficient
unto ourselves, and fearing the necessary dependence on others. We
may fear the unknown within us: having a sense that there may be
evils lurking beneath the surface of consciousness that will interfere
with the kind of life we would like to live. These fears are often
subtle and unexpressed. But they can still be quite real, and effective
at keeping us from sleep.

The antidote is the love of God. We need first to examine
ourselves for the source of fear. If there is unconfessed sin with its
residue of guilt, we must confess and receive God’s forgiveness. If
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we are afraid of dependence or the unknown within us, we must
share our fear with God, in order to allow Him to bear its burden
and free us from it. We are afraid because we have not given
ourselves entirely to Him. We try to live in our own strength and we
fail. We ought to give up the futile attempt and abandon ourselves to
Him, depending on His love. This appears risky: we do not like the
prospect of being so radically dependent upon someone else, even
God. But it is the way to be delivered from fear; it is the way of life.

We may be kept from sleep by tension or fear; but there is a
third form of spiritually-based insomnia. Sometimes we cannot go
to sleep because we have been offended and we have not forgiven
one who sinned against us. This may happen because the other has
not asked forgiveness, or it may be that we have not faced our need
to forgive. Or, in the case of anger between husband and wife, it may
have occurred only a short time before bed. Nursing anger or a
wound makes it hard to go to sleep. Thus we are admonished, ‘Let
not the sun go down on thy wrath’ (Ephesians 4:26). This is the way
we are made, and it is for our good. We are forced to face our need
to forgive — not just our need to seek forgiveness for our own sins,
but our Christian responsibility to take the initiative and forgive the
one who sins against us. Otherwise sleep eludes us. When we find
ourselves in such straits, the answer is simple: forgive from the
heart. This is not always easy, but the prospect of lying awake half
the night is an incentive to get on with it!

We sometimes experience a rather different problem: sleep
during prayer. There are times, especially during meditation, that we
have trouble staying awake. If this happens constantly, we might
consider finding another time of day for the prayer. But on an
occasional basis, it happens to all of us. We usually respond by
getting upset with ourselves: how unseemly to fall asleep (or close to
it) when we are praying to the God of all heaven! We feel a little
guilty and try to stay awake. This is not very satisfactory for the
prayer: we end up paying more attention to staying awake than to

praying.

If we are so tired on occasion that we cannot avoid dozing
off, we need not feel guilty about it: God does not demand of us
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what we cannot do. It serves to remind us just how dependent we
are on His grace: we cannot even stay awake to pray without it. At
the same time there is ‘sacred slumber.” Sometimes we need the
time of rest before we can get into our regular prayers, as a kind of
decompression, allowing ourselves to quieten down enough to be
with God. Thus retreat leaders will often encourage the retreatants
to nap a bit. It helps to keep things in perspective, and to recall that
prayer is not to accomplish something, but to dispose us to God.
Even our sleep can do that.

If we fall asleep in the middle of meditation, we need not
feel that we are thwarting the Holy Spirit. He can work through the
sleep if He wishes to. We should not underestimate Him. It is
humiliating for us, showing the weakness of our flesh (as when the
three apostles slept in the Garden of Gethsemane after Jesus had
asked them to watch with Him). We will certainly not want to sleep
during our prayers. But neither should we upset ourselves if it
happens once in a while.

Christian life is sacramental. Thus it must involve the body.
Our sleep is a vital part of our Christian life. Our successes and
difficulties in sleep can help us understand our strengths and
weaknesses in spiritual terms, and so to grow in our dependence on
God.

5. Driving

AT first sight, driving may seem a strange topic in a book on
holiness. It does not strike us as a spiritual activity. But as with most
material activities, driving also has a spiritual side. Among other
things, it is an occasion for revealing a great deal about the condition
of our spirituality: about how well we are getting on in key areas of
Christian life.

Think about how you act when you are driving. When
another driver does something stupid — makes a left turn from the
right lane, say, or pulls out of a parking space without looking — how
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do you react? Do you get angry with him? Are you judgmental? Do
you say (to yourself or out loud), “You fool! People who drive like
that should not be allowed on the road.” Do you expect your
passenger to join you in your righteous indignation? In short, are
you ready to heap condemnation upon the erring driver in an
attitude of self-righteousness?

Then there is the driver who is out to get ahead, weaving in
and out on the motorway trying to find the fastest lane. He speeds
up to get through the light on yellow, and does not wait for it to turn
green. He drives aggressively and is more concerned with being first
than with the safety and speed of the others who are on the road.
How do we react to this sort of driver? Much of the time we resent
him (or worse), not so much because he is inconsiderate as for his
success. We resent him for making the light when we do not. We
couch our indignation in terms of safety and common courtesy, of
course. But what really galls us is that his selfishness seems to be
rewarded.

We can also get upset and impatient at circumstances
beyond our control, as when we get caught in a traffic jam. In our
anger, we blame the traffic officials for not arranging the
construction work in a less disruptive way. We blame the other
drivers for slowing down to look at the construction work. We blame
our spouse who is navigating for getting us into the situation, even
though there is no way she could have known that it was there.

Then there are times when we wish to indulge our
impatience. We are late for an appointment, or just want to get
home, so we decide to speed a little (or more than a little). Or we run
through a yellow light that we really could have stopped for. Or we
see a line of cars waiting to turn, and instead of waiting with them
we zoom around and try to merge back into line at the front. These
situations show our self-centredness directly, for in all of them we
put ourselves before others. We are failing to live up to the standard
our Lord has set for us: “Thou shalt love ... thy neighbour as thyself.’
We are being self-indulgent.

All of these situations have one thing in common: they show
our self-centredness. This is unpleasant for us to acknowledge —
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which is the reason so many Christians refuse to admit that there is
anything sinful about self-centred behaviour when driving. Many
Christians (as well as others) seek to justify it on the basis of “Why
should I have to wait because of the construction work?” The fact
remains that the root of the matter is self-centredness, and if we go
on feeding the root it will only grow stronger. If we are serious about
being Christians, then we will be serious about getting rid of our
self-centredness. And if we are serious about getting rid of our self-
centredness, then the time will come when we will look at how we
act as drivers. Those who do not drive are of course blessedly
delivered from what is an occasion of sin for so many of the rest of
us. But God will give them other opportunities for seeing what is
inside them.

If the manifestations are impatience, resentment, and anger,
what are the roots? Take the case of the construction work. The
impatience which arises here is based on the assumption that the
world should be ordered for my convenience. The assumption is
almost always unspoken, because to put it in those terms exposes it
for what it is: a ludicrous falsehood. Intellectually, we know that the
world is not made for our convenience but for the glory of God.
Nevertheless, we often act as if we are gods, and expect creation to
glorify us. Consciously, we know better; but sometimes when we are
driving something else comes out.

In the case of the stupid driver, we are asserting that we are
responsible for the judging of others. We would never make such
mistakes, of course, and that gives us the right to judge (and
condemn) those who do. While this has a certain logic to it, it is not
Christian. Christian dealings with other people are based not on
judgement and condemnation, but on forgiveness. ‘Forgive us our
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” Christians
must recognise that all mankind stands condemned — and redeemed
— before the throne of God. No one, then, has the right to judge
except God. St. Peter advises us (1 Peter 2:23) to follow Jesus’
example in leaving judgement to God, so that we will be able to live
our own lives in peace and quietness.

The first practical step to take, then, in our war with our
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driving sins is to leave judgement to God. Whenever we find
ourselves judging another driver, we must remind ourselves that
this is no longer our prerogative, and that God will do a better job of
it anyway. We may want to remind ourselves that, if we judge (and
condemn), then we too will be judged (and condemned). That
should give us some incentive to give up our judgmental habits!

The next step is to consider the cause of our anger. Are we
just irritated at the other driver’s selfishness, or has he actually
sinned against us? If the other driver has wilfully endangered us, or
if in his impatience he has interfered with our getting where we are
going, then we are sinned against. In that case we must forgive, or at
least begin to try. As with judgement, we have a considerable
incentive in God’s offer to forgive us as we forgive others. As with
Christian forgiveness generally, the initiative lies with the offended
party: that we have had no apology is no excuse for indulging our
resentment.

If, on the other hand, no sin against us is involved — the
driver’s act is just stupid but does not really have anything to do with
us — then we must remind ourselves that his sins are no concern of
ours, any more than ours are his concern. It is simply none of our
business, and we should let go of all concern with him. Certainly we
have no reason to get angry in such a situation. We have observed
sin, and we might be sad to see it. But we are not directly involved in
sin, either as perpetrator or victim, and so have no cause for anger
or further concern. We should leave such concern with sin to God in
any case.

Third, we need to practice the model of behaviour that Jesus
gave us on the cross: that of suffering unavoidable pains without
resentment or anger. He did not rant and rail against the injustice
that was done Him. He did not cry out against the pain. He simply
bore it because it was what came His way in His faithful service to
His Father. By treating it in this way, His suffering did not separate
Him from the Father. In our situation, it operates the same way. We
need not let the self-centredness of other drivers separate us from
God. The anger and resentment and impatience will indeed divide
us from God — but we do not have to react in that way. We can drive
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— even in the midst of incompetent and selfish drivers — without
anger. Our anger and resentment are self-indulgent. We think that
because we are victimised by the self-centredness of the other driver,
we have a right to be angry. Is it not just, after all? Well, it may be
just (in an earthly sort of way) but it is not Christian. As Christians
we are to forgive, for our own sake as well as his.

The fact is that forgiveness — and the lack of anger and
resentment — can occur. There is no necessity about getting angry
when driving. This realisation is a key step in conquering the trials
of driving. To many drivers it has simply never occurred that they
need not deal with bad drivers by getting angry. They just never
thought that they have an alternative, and that the way is to be found
in Christ.

We need not be upset by the sins of other drivers. Our
communion with God gives us a much greater and deeper peace,
one which need not be touched by the trials of driving. We are given
the opportunity to relax in God’s arms, and commit all the other
drivers to His mercy. Nowhere is the injunction to bless and not
curse more appropriate. If we train ourselves to invoke God’s mercy
upon all other drivers no matter how selfish and inconsiderate they
may be, we will have little trouble in breaking the power of our bad
habits in driving.

Our reactions of impatience and anger are bad habits: they
are our habitual way of dealing with a given situation. As such, they
can be broken by training and discipline. But it takes work. The daily
recollection is a good time to think back over the day’s driving to see
how it has gone. We must learn to drive in God’s presence: as if He
were there forgiving the driver that we wish to condemn.

The aim of all the effort is not just to drive without the sins
of anger and impatience and judgementalism. It is much deeper
than that. The aim is to train the will in these relatively minor
manifestations so that it will be ever more perfect in its essence. The
training of the minor externals of the will trains the will itself. And
then the will itself will be that much more ready to obey its Lord
whenever and wherever it may be called to do so. Driving may be a
minor matter in itself. But it is a prime occasion for us to be trained
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in the ways of our Lord, breaking the power of our self-centredness,
so that we can be remade in His image.

6. Penitence

MOST of the time, we try to maintain the illusion that we are good
and worthy people. We may admit that we make mistakes
sometimes, but we like to think of ourselves as basically good. In
fact, we are afraid to think that things might be otherwise. If we are
not basically good, then what is there within us to love — either for
us to love in ourselves or for anyone else to love? This is clearly a
very dangerous situation. If we are not good, we may not be able to
live with ourselves; we may find ourselves hateful and odious to
ourselves, not to say to other people as well.

That we try to erect and maintain the illusion of goodness is
not particularly surprising. The effort that we put into it shows in
various ways. When we sin (it does happen), we are quick to excuse
it. We think of the reasons that we are not really responsible for it,
the extenuating circumstances. We figure out why it is not really a
sin, or at least not a very serious one. We look at one side of it, and
deny the evil. We deny our own responsibility in the matter.

Similarly, we find fault with other people. This is the other
side of excusing our own sins and asserting our goodness. We find
fault with others in order to show how good we are by comparison.
We justify ourselves: we are not like them. We see their putative sins
in the worst possible light. We look at them in just the opposite way
that we look at our own. Looking at others’ sins, we make no
allowance for circumstances, no consideration for human weakness,
no allowance for good intentions. While we always look at the
brightest aspect of our own sin, with others we look at the worst.
Then we can believe that we really are good people, and not like the
rest of mankind.

If, for example, we notice someone who chronically comes
into church late, we think how irreligious or rude he must be — or at
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least how negligent. We can think of lots of reasons for his
tardiness, all of them bad. He is ignorant of appropriate behaviour
in church. He does not care about distracting everyone else. He
lacks the discipline to get up in time. And so on. We look down on
him for his mistake. But if, perchance, we one day are delayed on
the way to church, out come the excuses. Traffic was bad. The dog
would not come back in. We really did leave enough time. It is not
really that important a matter anyway. We are on time most
Sundays. We try to slip in hoping that no one will notice: if no one
does, then we can pretend it never happened.

We also make it a habit to parade our own good deeds before
our eyes. This way, we keep the evidence of our goodness constantly
at hand. ‘How trying my wife was last night, and I did not get angry
with her.” We can cite these examples of our generosity, our
kindness, our forbearance, and the difficult circumstances in which
we accomplished these good deeds, to prove to ourselves that we
must be good.

In all of it, we deny that there is a fundamental problem with
our goodness. What defects there are, are temporary aberrations,
mere accidental mistakes, which certainly do not touch the root of
our being. So far as we recognise a problem at all, we recognise only
a superficial problem. We require only a little fine tuning in our
behaviour, but nothing really serious. Through it all, we steadfastly
refuse to consider the possibility that there might be an essential
problem with who we are, and not just with a few of the little things
that we do sometimes. We refuse to acknowledge our essential
sinfulness, convinced as we are of our basic righteousness. It is a
righteousness which we have earned for ourselves by our good
deeds. Because we have earned it, we must defend it. And in
particular, we must defend it from the threats of the truth that we
are not righteous.

It is in this condition that we all begin Christian life. We do
not think that we really need redemption; after all, we have our own
righteousness. For most of us, the temptation to think ourselves
good abides long after we have begun to live as Christians. Indeed, it
may grow with the growth of our virtue. If we do not grow in
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penitence and the love of God along with virtue, self-righteousness
is sure to result. It becomes a major obstacle to accepting God’s
grace to amend our lives, for it amounts to a denial that we need
grace at all.

Thus penitence is essential to Christian life. It is penitence
that gives us a true picture of ourselves, and puts us in the position
to accept both our needs, and God’s gifts to satisfy those needs.

Penitence is sometimes identified with doing penitential
acts: listening to long sermons, fasting, going to the dentist,
foregoing bodily pleasures. But this is only a small part of it.
Penitence is also thought of as something purely negative: breast-
beating, grovelling, or pretending that we are completely evil and
worthless creatures. That, of course, is as much an illusion as our
worthiness. We never have much success at thinking of ourselves as
purely evil, anyway, since we know it is not true. For we are made by
God in His image — and that redeemed image, our adoption as His
sons, is what gives us worth. Penitence is no more a matter of
thinking that we are worse than we are, than it is of thinking we are
already good. In both cases, the mistake is to think of ourselves apart
from what God has done for us. Apart from God, we will never truly
understand who we are. Penitence is the means by which we recover
that true Christian attitude in our lives.

Penitence is therefore a way of looking at ourselves: of
seeking the truth of how we stand before God. It means that we will
look at our sins for what they are — and this is the unpleasant part of
penitence. We see them first of all for what they do to us: they make
us into rather unlovable creatures. They always hurt us, and keep us
from being the people we are meant to be. Then we must accept the
hurt which they do to other people. We must face them as they are,
not excusing ourselves from our just responsibility or pretending
that they do not really hurt other people or give scandal to the name
of Christ. We must face what they do to us and to others. But we
must not stop there. We must go on to look at what our sins do to
God. For they wound His love for us. He is trying to surround us
with His love and support us with it, and we fight against it. Our
sins are arrows shot into that love, hurting the love, but still being
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absorbed and overcome by the love. Our sins drive the nails into the
hands and feet of our Saviour.

Penitence leads us to admit that we are sinners. We accept
that our sin is real and part of us, and not just an occasional accident
that does not really matter much. We accept that, left to ourselves,
we stand condemned before God, for nothing that is not holy can
abide the presence of God. We admit that our image of ourselves as
righteous is an illusion and false. We see that our self-righteousness
is not really righteousness at all. We see that we need a
righteousness that only God can give us.

We cannot even recognise our utter need for redemption
without the aid of God’s grace. The realisation that we can never
achieve righteousness on our own will lead us to despair without the
alternative which God stands ready to give us. We can hardly live for
long under an unremitting sentence of condemnation. The
alternative which He offers us is to accept our worth from Him as
His gift. He will give us our identity: in His image, no less. He gives
it to us, but not because we are good enough to earn it. We receive it
from the generosity of His love. He wants to redeem us. He wants
us to accept His love and redemption, and so be worthy. We accept it
by recognising that we cannot do it on our own, and that we are
sinners in need of redemption. Perhaps the hardest thing about
being a Christian is admitting that God redeems us out of His free
grace, without regard for all that we have done (and tried to do) to be
good. But without admitting it, we can never open ourselves to
receive His gift. Denying that we need it, we will refuse to accept it.

In penitence, we find ourselves loveable where we were not
before. But now it is not an illusion that we construct for ourselves.
Now it is a loveableness planted within us by God. It is attested by
the love which we receive from Him. We know we must be loveable
if He loves us. Then we must learn to love ourselves in the same
way: created in His image, fallen and at the same time forgiven and
redeemed. We will be able to receive our own love because we
receive His. As we find ourselves righteous in Him rather than in
ourselves, so we will find ourselves loveable in Him.

Our penitence allows us to focus upon His love rather than
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upon ourselves. And that love turns out to be overwhelming. We
find that His concern is not so much that our sins offend His
majesty and His love, but that we are maiming ourselves by our
sins. We feared that He would punish us if we admitted our sins to
Him. Instead His concern is to help us put the wreckage we have
caused back together.

This turns out to be wonderfully liberating. It releases all the
energy we were devoting to maintaining the illusion: putting the
best light on our sins, judging harshly the sins of others, keeping
our good deeds always in mind. Now that energy can be used for
something productive. We no longer need worry about our
righteousness: that is now God’s concern. He gives us what we
need, and if it comes from Him, we can trust it and need not worry
about it. His righteousness (which He shares with us) is quite
secure.

In addition, we can now love ourselves truly. For we can love
ourselves as we really are, and not as we would like to imagine
ourselves. We can acknowledge our sins, and love the redeemed
child of God which is there as well. We can forgive ourselves as He
forgives us — self-forgiveness was never possible when we were
maintaining the illusion of goodness. We can share God’s love, an
honest and powerful love for reality. We find that our worth no
longer depends upon our efforts. So now we are free of that burden
and can enjoy the result.

Penitence is thus a joyful approach to life. For it is dedicated
to the truth about man before God. The truth is sometimes painful
(as the truth of sin is both for Jesus and for us), but there is no
easier way to live than in the truth. The fruit of a life of penitence is
the freedom to forgive one’s self, and to accept the great gift of
forgiveness from God. The fruit is a joyous life free from the tyranny
of sin. ‘If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the
truth is not in us; but if we confess our sins, God is faithful and just
to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness’
(1 John 1:8-9).
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7. Thankfulness

THINK of the young children whose mother makes them sit down
to ‘count their blessings.” They naturally resist the exercise — not
because it is hard to think of things to be thankful for, but because
the very recognition of their blessings makes a demand on them.
One cannot be selfish and thankful at the same time. The children
will soon learn that their mother makes them count their blessings
at exactly those times when they are being most difficult.
Thanksgiving is (rightly) perceived as the antidote to self-
centredness — and resisted because it interferes with selfishness.

The children, of course, would rather have a licence to be
selfish. Often we crave that as well. But as Christians we are to strive
for the opposite: a God-centred life. We strive against the old man,
to overcome the sense of false divinity which is ours from the Fall.
‘Ye shall be as gods,” Satan told Eve, with just enough truth to be
credible. In our fallenness we imagine ourselves to be the centre of
the world. We act as though everything should revolve around us,
conforming to our desires. We feel our anger and resentment
justified when things do not go our way.

To transform this self-centred approach to life into one with
God at the centre is what Christian life is all about. And
thankfulness lies at the very heart. Christian life is based on what
God does for us — His actions in creating us and redeeming us from
our sin. He has taken the initiative, and our part is always one of
response.

Think of the events of our redemption. Jesus died on the
Cross unbidden. We did not even know we needed it, much less did
we ask Him to do it. His disciples did not understand what He was
doing for them until after the resurrection — and even then it seems
to have taken a while for them to put it all together. Jesus simply did
it, and offers us the benefits. All that follows is His free gift: the
forgiveness of our sins (repeatedly!), our rebirth and adoption as
children of God, our sustenance by word and sacrament, our
protection against temptation and support in affliction, our blessed
intimacy with the Father in prayer, our anointing with the Spirit, our
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knowing the truth about human life on earth. It is all God’s gift to
us. He is unbelievably generous.

It is not actually easy to be thankful. Our pride makes it
hard. We are thankful only for gifts which come unearned and
undeserved. But such gifts are beyond our control, and imply some
debt which we incur to the giver — minimally the debt of thanks. In
our pride, we would rather have full control over our lives. Even
more, we are afraid that, if we accept gifts, we manifest some need
we cannot fulfil for ourselves, that we are not self-sufficient. Pride
resists any perceived dependence.

There are two aspects of Christian thankfulness: the gift and
the Giver. The gift includes salvation as well as creation. If we are
thankful merely for creation — for our life on earth — our gratitude
will be tainted by the perception that this is not a perfect (or even
very good) world. We may try to delude ourselves that this is the best
of all possible worlds, but that will not succeed in the long run.
Disease, suffering, injustice, disorder — even with the very real
beauty which is in the world, these will keep us from thinking that
everything is as it should be.

Unless we see clearly that we are sinners beyond our own
redeeming, we will never adequately value what God offers us in
giving us redemption. If we do not think that we are really all that
bad, then our redemption is not that great. We will value it
accordingly: not very much! Where little is forgiven little love is
shown (Luke 7:47). Thanksgiving thus grows out of penitence. As
we learn how sinful we are, and thus how much God loves us, we
learn how much we have to be thankful for. When we admit that we
have all these blessings (most of them unearned), we cannot very
well go back to being utterly selfish. We cannot pretend that we are
the very centre of the universe, and sufficient unto ourselves.

Having recognised the greatness of our redemption, we
must also receive it as a gift. If we think that we deserve it, or that we
have earned it by our good works, then we will have nothing to be
thankful for. We are not particularly thankful for our weekly pay-
cheque, nor do we think our employer particularly generous for
giving it to us.
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Our pride is the obstacle here. Instead of being thankful, we
try to earn our way into God’s heart. We are tempted to do things
(including the disciplines of Christian life) not out of a sense of
gratitude, but with a sense of personal attainment. We say the daily
office with a spirit of self-accomplishment, as if we have made
ourselves better Christians by this discipline. We might even treat
God as being in our debt: feeling (even if we do not say it) that He
owes us a comfortable life without suffering in return for our
faithful attendance at Sunday worship over the years, and our more
or less generous giving to the church. This attitude surfaces
especially in times of affliction and suffering. We say to God, ‘Why
me?’ as if He owed us something better. Our thankfulness must be
based on our redemption through God’s act upon the Cross.

It also comes out in the temptation of judgmentalism. We
may be proud of our attainments in the church as well as outside,
and expect everyone else to do as well. We take the attitude, ‘If I
could do it, certainly they could, too, if they really set themselves to
it.” When we are hard on anyone (including ourselves) who does not
measure up our standards, we are treating Christian life as personal
attainment and not Divine gift.

We need from time to time to step back and look at our
attitude — to life in general and our Christian practices in particular.
This is not a question of what we do (although that certainly needs
examination from time to time as well). It is a question of how we
do it. Do we say our daily prayers with some feelings of love for God
and the desire to serve Him, or is it a grudging payment to buy
God’s favour? Do we fast thinking only about how much more
virtuous it makes us than those who do not? Do we tithe mainly in
order to impress the treasurer and to be able to complain about
things in the parish?

All of our proper appreciation of the gift is to lead us beyond
the gift to the Giver. Thanksgiving is inherently Other-centred.
Through the value which we see in the gift, we come to the Giver.
We sometimes hear of a young person receiving a scholarship
unbidden from some generous benefactor: what is more natural
than that the student wishes to go and thank the giver in person? He
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naturally wishes to thank him, and also to meet him and get to know
him. The same is true for us. As we acknowledge the generosity of
the Giver, we seek Him out to thank Him and get to know Him.

For the whole point of thankfulness in Christian life is to
love God. We do not approach Him as an equal, but as the student
approaches his benefactor. It is an asymmetrical love: the love of a
child for his father, and of father for child. Thankful love for the
Father recognises that He does infinitely more for us than we can
ever do for Him — and that He does it without the expectation of
being paid back. He does it out of the superabundance of His love.
We should give up all notions of trying to pay Him back, and just be
thankful. Then we can enjoy, simply and purely, the gifts which He
would give us.

In our love for Him, we seek to know Him - to know the
Person behind the gift. When we value the gift, we will surely value
our relationship with the Giver as well. Our thankfulness will push
us to prayer, to spend time with the Father, to know His love which
we first experienced in forgiveness. That is not of course the limit of
His love, but it is a substantive taste, which is meant to draw us on
in prayer and Christian life.

In particular, He has given us the Great Thanksgiving — the
Holy Communion of His Body and Blood, making us one with
Christ, and offering us the benefits of His Passion. Our
thanksgiving is the central act of Christian worship, by our Lord’s
institution. The sacrament shows splendidly the dynamic of
Christian life. At once we give thanks to God for our redemption,
and we are given the spiritual benefits of our redemption. Even as
we give thanks in the manner God has given us, we are given yet
more gifts. Such is His generous love!

Thankfulness is the basic attitude of a Christian. It grows
from penitence, and it is more fundamental than joy or triumph,
both of which are also part of a Christian’s attitude. Joy and triumph
over sin are ever partial in this life, always subject to the effects of
our sins. And we are always tempted to make our triumphs and joys
into a celebration of self rather than of God. Thanksgiving is centred
on God and His gifts — which are perfect and untainted by our sin
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and weakness. We cannot go far wrong being thankful.

For in thanksgiving, we practise the reality of our proper
place before God. We are dependent upon Him for all that is good
and important in our lives. He wills to give it all to us, and we
receive it as His free gift. We are freed from having to earn it, and
thus from having to establish our own goodness. This is a great
benefit: so often we try to convince ourselves (and others) that we
are good and worthy of our (and their) respect and love. If we learn
to be thankful, then we will not need to earn our own respect, since
we have already received love and respect from God. Great freedom
and joy follows from thankfulness. Indeed, being full of thanks
means that there will be no room left for pride and self-absorption.
It is the antidote to pride, as it takes us out of ourselves and into a
generous response to God’s generosity towards us.

8. Intercession

INTERCESSION, along with petition, is perhaps the most widely
practised form of Christian prayer. We find it natural to share with
God our concerns about those who are close to us. But intercession
is also a form of prayer which raises problems for us: we wonder
how it works. We know that God knows better than we do what
people need, and it seems strange to us to be asking for things, as
though we were trying to get Him to change His mind. We know
that we cannot manipulate God, as the pagan magician manipulates
the supernatural powers.

And yet we also believe that God is a loving and caring God.
We believe that He cares about all the things that are important to
us because He cares for us. In addition, we believe that God acts in
the world. He does what is best for people. We know this from our
own experience of His actions in our lives. If He both cares and acts,
then it is reasonable for us to ask Him to do particular things for
other people, for He cares about them, and He is capable of acting
in their lives.
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Moreover, intercession is commanded in Scripture
(1 Timothy 2:1, for example). God wants us to intercede. This should
overcome any reluctance we may feel. But there are obstacles. We
may feel that someone’s problem is too trivial for God’s concern.
That, however, underestimates God’s power and love for us. Even if
we cannot imagine it, His love for us is infinite, and omits nothing
of all that is human. Or we may fail to take things to God in prayer
because we feel we have not done enough ourselves. We may not
pray seriously for a sick person because we feel guilty at not having
visited the hospital or sent cards regularly. Here our pride gets in
the way. As with all prayer, it takes a certain humility to intercede,
for we are asking for help and thereby admitting that we cannot do it
all ourselves.

In intercession we sometimes get bogged down in the
question of how it works: how does this prayer accomplish its
desires? That question is hard to answer directly. A better approach
is to begin at the other end: how do our intercessions affect us? If we
can understand how intercession fits into the Christian life, then we
can understand why God has commanded us to do it. We need to
see how intercession makes us better Christians and how it fits into
the life of prayer.

So how are we to go about it? First of all, intercession is not
a matter of sitting down with God as you would with a moneylender
or a disagreeable but wealthy and heirless old uncle, to see what you
can get out of Him. Intercession has nothing to do with trying to
wheedle something out of God, either by making some sort of deal
with Him (‘If you cure Aunt Mary’s cancer, I'll go to church every
Sunday’) or by trying to convince Him that it is really in His interest
anyway (‘She gives a lot to the church’). Intercession takes place
within our relationship with God. To the extent that relationship is
defective — treating God as a moneylender — all prayer including
intercession will suffer. In particular, intercession is not to be ruled
by selfishness, any more than our prayer of quiet is a time for
selfishness. We should not be asking in order to gratify some selfish
desire of our own. If we respect God, we will not ask Him to do
anything immoral or merely for our gratification.
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In intercession we lay the problem before God. It is not so
much that we ask God to perform some particular action (‘Heal
Mary’), as it is that we place the whole problem in His hands (‘Care
for Mary, body and soul, in her illness’). It is not just a matter of
making a request and going our way. We must open ourselves to
God in the concrete situation of this particular concern. Our
openness is an essential characteristic of intercession. It means that
we will be ready to accept whatever answer may come. If, for
example, we are praying for healing of a sick friend, we will be ready
to receive recovery as God’s answer to the prayer. It also means that
we will be open to receive unexpected answers to the prayer, if He
chooses to answer in an unexpected manner (as He so often does).
Then we will still be able to perceive that it is an answer to prayer. If
the illness brings the sick person to a new faith and holiness — that
too can be an answer to the prayer. In short, we must be open to
God if we ask anything of Him.

Third, in asking God to deal with the problem, we are
acknowledging His authority in the matter. Thus, if we ask His help,
we must turn over the primary responsibility for the problem to
Him. This means that, having asked, we must let God resolve the
problem. We must not demand a particular solution, even if it is the
only one we can conceive. We must trust Him to do greater things
than we can ask or imagine.

By the same token, we must ask in a way that allows God to
speak to us, if so be He would like us to do something about the
problem. We must be ready to hear and obey.

For this reason, our petition must be made in the quiet of
our communion with God. Intercession is properly part of the
prayer of quiet, even if we use set prayers in that context. For it is
out of the depths of our communion with God that we share with
Him our concerns for other people and for the world. We ask in the
context of our relationship of love with God. It is a personal request.
We share our concern with Him, knowing that He shares it, because
He too loves the person involved. In fact, He loves rather more
perfectly than we do ourselves. Thus He knows what is best in the
situation, and is ready to act. Our petition has more the character of
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a shared concern between friends than a businesslike request
between professional acquaintances. The foundation is our shared
love.

Intercession is a work of sacrificial love. Interceding is
putting ourselves in the position of the one who is needy, sharing
his burden in love. The love involved is that given to us on the
Cross. Intercession can therefore be costly. When we ask something
for someone we must be ready to do whatever God may ask of us to
accomplish it. And that may be difficult and costly to us. He may ask
us to bear some of the spiritual desolation of the non-Christian
friend who is facing death. Or we may need to share some of our
wealth with a jobless friend. In making our request of God, we put
ourselves in His hands no less than the other person.

God can then establish a spiritual bond between the
intercessor and the one he intercedes for. It is not easy to explain
exactly how this works. But it is the fruit of our love for the one in
difficulty and our desire for what is best for him. In our love, we
want God to act according to His infinite goodness both in the
other’s life and in our own. Interceding is a matter of placing
ourselves in God’s hands for the sake of another, that he too may
find himself in His loving hands. This is a concrete participation in
the love of Christ for us from the Cross. There Jesus intercedes for
us, even to the sacrifice of His earthly life. When we love enough to
intercede we share in His intercessory love for us.

If this is how we are to go about serious intercession, then
what are its results in the intercessor? How is the one who prays
affected?

Intercession is, first of all, a recognition of God’s authority
in our lives in a concrete way. So, when we pray for another, we are
practising the truth of obedience to our Lord. We accept His
Lordship not just in principle but in fact.

A second benefit of intercession is the increasing of our
deep communion with God in love. Intercession is a shared love for
some particular creature, shared between God and man. Since in it
we are striving to share God’s love in this particular situation, we are
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aspiring to His love: His pure, selfless, redeeming love. Intercession
is a chance to practise that love.

Third, intercession is an opportunity to identify with fallen
humanity. When we intercede we acknowledge the need for
redemption. We see that we cannot live without God’s help. We
accept that there are problems quite beyond our capacity to solve.
This puts us in a position where we can receive from God because
we have acknowledged our need. It increases our identification with
the fallen world. It helps us to see our own helplessness apart from
grace. And thus it helps us to be patient and forgiving with the
difficult people and situations in the world, for we see that we are as
much a part of the fallen world as anyone.

The spiritual benefits of intercession are great, because it is
so practical. Most of us begin Christian intercession by going
through a list of loved ones every night. That is a good start, and
God will make good use of it. But there is more to intercession than
that, and we should aspire to its higher forms, especially when some
particularly compelling need presents itself to us. Intercession is
holding the need and the person before God, sharing that love
which he has for us (and we for Him) with that needy person. Thus
it must take place when we are closest to God: generally in our
prayer of quiet. Then we can place the intercession before Him to be
lifted up by the love which flows between Him and us.

Intercession is a participation in the present work of Christ
the High Priest, who ‘ever liveth to make intercession for us’
(Hebrews 7:25). By the offering of Himself upon the Cross He
enters the presence of God as the Intercessor. If we are to follow
Him in this as in all things, the Cross will be for us the route of
intercession. Intercession is governed by the principle of self-giving
love which is shown to us by the Cross. It is one of the wonderful
opportunities God give us to share in Christ’s love in the world.
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