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From death to life
Ezekial 37:1-14; John 15:1-11
  Thank you for the invitation to be here with you this morning and to share with you some of my spiritual journey, specifically my experience participating in the 19th Annotation Spiritual Exercises.  I want to give you some background information about the Exercises.
  Ignatius of Loyola, born in the late 1400’s, developed these Spiritual Exercises after an experience of being seriously wounded in battle. During his long convalescence he occupied his mind with reading.  And while he much would have preferred reading about court life, all he could find to read was a Bible and a book on the life of Christ and the Saints.  He soon realized that when he fantasized about court life he was at first elated but then would become agitated and distressed When he read about the life of Christ and the saints he became exhilarated and the serenity stayed with him.  He had found a new calling and purpose in his life and desired to give his life to Christ and serve the poor. 
  The 19th Annotation Spiritual Exercises were developed by Ignatius. They are often called the Ignatian Retreat in Daily Life, as they are designed for people who work, and who wish to do these Spiritual Exercises as part of their daily life. The Exercises are extended over an 8 month period, and the retreatants do weekly prayer practices, readings, and meditations. They grew out of Ignatius’s personal experience as he sought to grow in union with God and to discern God’s will. He kept a journal as he gained spiritual insight and deepened his spiritual experience. He added to these notes as he directed other people and discovered what “worked.” Eventually Ignatius gathered these prayers, meditations, reflections, and directions into a carefully designed framework of a retreat, which he called “spiritual exercises.” 
  The Exercises are organized into four “weeks.” These are not seven-day weeks, but rather stages on a journey to spiritual freedom and wholehearted commitment to serving God.  The meditations are scripture based.
  First week. The first week of the Exercises is a time to reflect on our lives in light of God’s boundless love for us. Our patterns of sin prevent us from responding to God and so we face these sins knowing that God wants to free us of everything that gets in the way of our loving response to him. 
  Second week. The meditations and prayers of the second week teach us how to follow Christ as his disciples. We reflect on Christ’s birth and baptism, his sermon on the mount, his ministry of healing and teaching, his raising Lazarus from the dead. We grow to to love him more intimately. 
  Third week. In the third week we meditate on Christ’s Last Supper, passion, and death. We see his suffering and the gift of Communion as the ultimate expression of God’s love.
  Fourth week. In the fourth week we meditate on Jesus’ resurrection and his apparitions to his disciples. We walk with the risen Christ and set out to love and serve him in concrete ways in our lives in the world.
  I participated in the Exercises from Sept 2008 to May 2009.  Each week we were given a set of scriptures to pray with as well as additional materials to add to our prayer experience. We met approximately every 6-8 weeks as a group to discuss how the Exercises were going for us and to do some of the prayer practices together. Each retreatant was also assigned a spiritual director with whom we met weekly.  
  I began these prayer practices at a time in my ministry when I felt spiritually dry, overwhelmed with the responsibility of pastoring and questioning my abilities and competencies, even my calling, to be a pastoral leader.  What I sorely needed was some time away, a sabbatical, however circumstances did not permit it at the time. And so I went looking for an alternative way to reground myself in my relationship with God.  The 19th Annotation Exercises became a lifeline for me.  Having been earlier introduced to some of these prayer practices by some of my Catholic friends, I had a good idea of what I had signed up for.  The combination of praying an hour a day, using various prayer practices, and seeing a spiritual director weekly, was a powerful experience.  One cannot do this and not be influenced by and carried into the life of Jesus in a new way.  Whenever we go deep in prayer, God’s activity breaks us open and transforms us.
  For much of the 8 months I continued to struggle with some of my demons: lack of trust that God has given me the gifts to be a pastor, feeling like a fraud and fearing the exposure of my inadequacies, fearing failure and fearing success. These resulted in me questioning who I was at the core of my being and wondering about whether God was calling me elsewhere at this time.  I would like to say that God magically removed my lack of trust and my fears but it didn’t happen that way.  It came about through a lot of blood, sweat, and tears.  For the most part during these 8 months (and beyond) I practiced two different prayers.  One of them was centering prayer.  Centering prayer is a form of prayer where you just show up before God, willing to sit with God, setting aside any agenda, any speaking, any thoughts even.  It is not easy since our minds are trained to be constantly on the go.  But this prayer practice encourages us to use a short word or phrase or  image that will bring us back to God whenever we realize our mind has taken over and our thoughts are running rampant again.  Thomas Merton, the man who reintroduced the world to centering prayer in the 20th century, calls our running thoughts “monkey brain”.  He encourages us to simply watch our thoughts go by but not to clasp on to them. With our word, phrase or image, we gently return to God. Merton suggests we pray this prayer for 20 min at least once a day.
  The second main prayer practice I used was Imaginative Prayer. In this prayer we place ourselves within a story from the Gospels.  We give our imagination full rein and we become onlookers or participants in the story. For example, using the story of Jesus speaking to a blind man at the side of the road, we might feel the hot Mediterranean sun beating down or smell the dust kicked up by the passersby. We might see the desperation in the blind man’s face and hear the wail of hope in his words or we may note the irritation of the disciples. We watch Jesus—the way he walks, his gestures, the look in his eyes, the expression on his face. We hear him speak the words that are recorded in the Gospel. We might imagine other words he may have spoken and other deeds he may have done. Or perhaps we are the blind man by the road and we observe the situation from his perspective.  How do we feel sitting on the sidelines but never being part of the action?  We use all our senses to imagine ourselves in the scene.  What do I hear? See? Smell? Taste? Touch? What do we say when Jesus asks us “what do you want?”   Jesus wants to enter our hearts, not only our intellect.  He want us, not to “think about” him, but rather to “experience” him. Imaginative prayer makes the Jesus of the Gospels our Jesus. It helps us develop a unique and personal relationship with him. 
  So, how did these exercises affect me?  What did I learn from them? How did they change my understanding of God? I will comment on only a few things.
1. I am a “feelings” kind of person and I like to “feel” close to God.  Life with God is not based on feeling but rather on obedience. Often nothing special happened in prayer time, there weren’t always “ah ha’s”. In the many stories of Jesus, he never asked people how they feel. Rather he asked them “do you believe/trust/have faith?”  Many times I cried out to God that I didn’t “feel” connected to God. However, throughout the months of praying, I began to sense a peace and groundedness that was not present before. Even when I did not “feel” God, I knew without a doubt that God was present with me. I continue to be sustained by this knowledge and understanding.
2. Trust and surrender were themes that came up for me.  I had a dream one night that caused me to question my sense of independence and the shield I too often put around me to protect myself.  This dream, coupled with the Luke 21:1-4 scripture where the widow gives all she has, challenged me to surrender all to God.  I was asked to put all my eggs into God’s basket, to trust that am safe in God’s hands.  Could I let down this shield and be more vulnerable around people; could I not close myself off to the goodness that God has in store for me? I was too focused on self-control and needed to let God have more control in my life. For a single person (at the time) who had to make her way in life on her own, this was not an easy lesson to learn but it was one that God worked on within me.
3. Know myself - During his arrest and trial Jesus’ response to the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman authorities indicated that he knew who he was and what his mission was.  He never gave them more ammunition to accuse him, yet he answered their questions truthfully and straight forward.  Just as Jesus determinedly walked toward the cross, as I struggled with my own identity as a pastor, doubting my abilities and gifts, God was gently nudging me to take on Jesus’ attitude - to trust that the calling from God was true and that my response should be to keep putting one foot in front of the other and move forward with this knowledge.  God’s grace is always sufficient to sustain us.  By the end of the 8 months, God had graciously opened my heart and mind to again live into my call to pastoring, to actually believe again that this is my calling and to know deep within myself that God will be with me regardless of how I feel, and regardless of where God calls me. Through these prayers, God was teaching me to know who I am in his eyes, a beloved child called into ministry.
4. Through imaginative prayer, I experienced the passion of Christ in a new way.  I entered into Jesus’ experience and recognized his humanity throughout his passion. Jesus experienced the physical pain of torture, the tearing flesh and separation of bone and sinew; he experienced the emotional pain of abandonment by his closest friends, the jeering taunts of the crowds, and the deep abandonment of even his Father.  Jesus did not claim his divinity during this ordeal but experienced it as fully human. Much of my prayer during this time was wordless prayer; I could cry only tears of sorrow for my own part in creating his suffering and tears of thanksgiving that he was willing to love me to his end. Having walked with Jesus to the cross, having suffered with him, he led me into a new love relationship with him.  Let me read an excerpt from my journal. “ An amazing prayer time. I experienced God’s love for me and for the world so strongly, through Jesus. I read John 17, Jesus’ prayer for his disciples and basked in his love, amazed at the strength and courage and power of such love, love that took him to the cross. He held and carried this love within his heart even to the end where he tended to the needs of his mother! His love for me this morning was intense and I am filled with gratitude, I sat at the foot of the cross, crying for his pain, for my grief, and in gratitude for his great love for me. I am not worthy to receive such great love but I am so grateful!”
  The two scriptures that were read are powerful images for me as I reflect on participating in the Spiritual Exercises.  Ezekial 37:1-14, the story of dry bones describes my point of entry into the expercises.  I was dead and dried up.  I existed but did not really live.  Throughout the 8 months, God picked up the pieces of my dry bones and put flesh and life to them again.  God breathed life into me again so that I could truly live.  But God is not finished with me, as God is never finished with us.  God continues to breathe life into us, breathe God’s spirit into us so that we might share God’s life and love with those we meet. The Gospel of John’s image of the vine and branches speaks to me of the importance of connection and communion.  Without being connected to the vine however, we cannot remain alive.  As branches connected to the vine, we will undergo pruning. Those shadow parts of us, that which separates us from the vine will die and must be cut off. Because only then, and with the lifeblood of Jesus coursing through our veins, can new life actually come forth. 
  I will admit that since being part of the official 19th Annotation Exercise program, it has been difficult for me to keep up an hour of prayer every morning. However, I have learned that taking even 15 min each day to sit quietly with God either in centering prayer, or in reading and meditating on scripture keeps me grounded and connected to God.  
  I want to close with another excerpt from my journal.  “I feel so fortunate and am so grateful for this opportunity to be part of these exercises, for the time to spend in prayer and companionship with my Lord and Saviour.  This feels like a luxury - to have this time - and yet I know it is a necessity more than a luxury... God, you truly are my grounding and my salvation.  I cannot live without you. You are the core of my being. Even when I don’t feel joy, I know that you are my joy… you have made me into a new creation again.” (Apr 25/09) 
