Mark 6:30-34, 53-56  THE SOLITARY PLACE

Have you ever had a special place? A solitary place, where you go to be on your own?  I’ve had numerous places over the years, depending on where I’ve lived. I’ve always had a special affinity with the beach – preferably when no one else is on it! It’s a place where I’ve gone – and still go -  to be alone with God and with my thoughts.
Have you got your own place like that? Perhaps it’s the beach for you as well. Or a spot in your garden, or a secluded place where you like to fish; perhaps a room at home. We all need a place where we can go and be alone. 

Jesus felt that need too. In our Gospel reading for today, we find that Jesus calls his disciples to go to a solitary place to get some rest. The crowds had been pressing in on Jesus and the disciples. The workload was heavy. And Jesus felt a need to get away and be refreshed.  The need was pressing enough that they took a boat, thinking that this would put distance between them and the ever present crowd.

Unfortunately for Jesus and the disciples, the crowds anticipated their movements and got to this solitary place first.  They were there waiting for him!  Jesus took the interruptions with the grace and kindness that was characteristic of his life. This passage shows us the popularity of Jesus and the human need confronting him wherever he went. But it also shows us Jesus own need of a solitary place, and we know from the story that follows – the feeding of the 5000 - that Jesus finally did manage to get away from the crowds.

When you think about it, the Bible gives a lot of space to solitary places – to wildernesses and deserts. Hagar, Moses and Elijah go to the wilderness and find God. Moses was walking in the wilderness when he came upon a bush that was burning but not consumed. John the Baptist went into the wilderness to preach, and the crowds followed him there. When Jesus was tempted, he had gone into the wilderness for 40 days. Paul took of into the wilderness after his conversion on the Damascus Rd. And here we find Jesus and the disciples feeding the 5,000 in the wilderness. This "solitary place" theme is a prominent one in the Bible.   There seems to be an important connection between solitary places, and hearing from God.

That’s certainly been my own experience.  I keep a journal.  Sometimes I write in it more often than others – but it’s a record of my ‘conversations’ with God. Every now and then, I go back through my journals and browse – I like to look back and see the path the Lord and I have traveled. Every time I do that, I’m blown away by how intimately God is concerned with the large and the small details of my life. 

There are entries about all sorts of things – going way back.  I kept a journal  during the early days of marriage & children.  Sometimes they weren’t easy.  I’ve recorded the agonies of broken friendships. The joys of new discoveries and new experiences. My questions about my children and their futures.  My questions seeking God’s guidance regarding major decisions I’ve had to face. My prayers and pleadings for God to intervene in various situations.   All through these journals, I’ve recorded not only my own input – but God’s.  His answers.  His words of encouragement.  His promises.  

These journals for me are records of a very real and intimate friendship with God – but these interactions have mostly happened in a solitary place.  I can’t hear God as clearly when I’m in the thick of things, and life is swirling all around me; when other things and other voices are vying for my attention.  It’s when I’m in a solitary place, alone with God, able to concentrate fully on Him, that I hear from him most clearly.  And it’s during these times alone with God, that I emerge refreshed and inspired.

For Jesus, time alone with his Father was his lifeline.  His refreshment. It was when he received guidance, and courage, comfort and strength.  We see this most clearly just before he died.  He spent hours in prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane.  It was there that he knew without doubt what he had to do.  It was there, in that solitary place, that he received strength from God to complete the task God had called him to do.

If such times were so crucial for Jesus, shouldn’t they also be crucial for us?
When it comes to physical holidays, I’m sure we need no convincing of their value. When we can, we go to great trouble to plan our vacations and we look forward to them for the whole year. For instance, if it’s a trip, we mark the calendar, plan our route, make our reservations, and anticipate the vacation for months in advance. 
I’m amazed at how many of our folk are away on trips at any given time….Rob & Jen have just got back from Scotland; Phil & Doris have been up the coast for 5 weeks, Marie & Graham have been away, were back for a while, and are now away again. Mina & Gwen are taking off for Europe soon, Donna has just come back from Europe, Sue & Stuart are off this week to the Northern Territory and WA….(Have I missed anyone??)

I wonder if we’ve ever thought about putting as much effort into planning our spiritual lives as we do our physical lives?  Sometimes we need to break away from our everyday routines and plan something to stir our spirits and renew or thirst for God.

I always look forward enormously to the clergy retreats at the monastery in Galong each year.  It’s a few days of peace and silence, soaking up the presence of God – a time I can just stop and be with him and listen. Our bishop recognises the importance of this time, and we’re under strict instructions to make a retreat at least once a year.  If we don’t go to the scheduled clergy retreat, we’re expected to make another time to go on a retreat. These are times I really value – even more than I would value a couple of weeks’ vacation at some tourist spot!  We need to give the same kind of attention to our spirits that we give to our bodies. 
When Jesus found himself too busy with the demands of his public ministry, he recognized his need for a break. He said to his disciples, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest."
Let me leave you with a few suggestions where you might find your own place to renew your spirit. 
1) Worship on Sunday 

The Ten Commandments set forth the Sabbath principle. The idea of the Sabbath is that one day of the week should be not just a day of rest, but a day intentionally devoted to God. As part of that, the Sunday worship service is a place where we can ‘renew our spirit’ each week.  There's a wonderful balance between hearing from God in the sermon and readings and responding to God through the hymns and prayers, and sharing in Communion. The best thing any of us can do for our spirits is to make church attendance a priority.  People who are able to be in church Sunday after Sunday find their spiritual lives greatly enriched by this simple discipline. 

2) Regular quiet time.

A clergy person I know operates on what he calls a 7x7 principle. Just as one day out of each week should be set aside for God, he feels that some time out of each of the other six days should also be set aside for God. Just as there is a Sabbath day, he believes in a Sabbath period within each day. 

Jesus got up early in the morning and prayed. His example should be enough to motivate us to find a time to take a break from the busyness of our own lives to pray regularly. If you’d like to recharge your own spiritual batteries, rediscover your own “secret place”. Spend time there alone with God, just enjoying being with him; also to listen to him, to read the Bible and pray.

3) Consider a Prayer Retreat 
What's the longest time you’ve ever prayed? Ten minutes?  Thirty mintutes? Have you ever tried to pray for half a day? If you’re not used to praying for long, and wonder if you’d cope, perhaps consider a guided retreat.  That’s where you can attend a retreat centre such as St Mary’s Towers, or Jamberoo Abbey – there are heaps of retreat centres – and you can receive input and guidance to help with prayer.  Or you can simply take off somewhere secluded for a morning or a day, and intentionally spend it with God.

3) Take a break from a busy ministry.

Some of our folk are very dedicated to their church. Some, I know, are busy with several church activities during the week. We need to schedule  time off from ministry, just as much as we do from other parts of our lives, or we’ll end up running on empty.

 . 

Whatever your daily or weekly routine consists of – consider setting aside a chunk of time on a regular basis, to just commune with God.  Start with ten minutes if you’ve never tried it before.  But take time to be alone with him.

"Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." said Jesus.   He speaks to all of us. Let’s not refuse his invitation.

Shall we pray.
 

