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SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE 2
As we’ve entered the season of Lent, we’ve begun to look at the topic of spiritual discipline. Last week I suggested that spiritual discipline is something that actually FREES us, rather than restricts us, and you might remember I used the metaphor of a hot air balloon, tethered to the earth.  The nature of the balloon is to soar, but it can’t if it is pinned to the earth by ropes.

Our spirits are also made to soar with God but all too often, we are pinned down by the tyranny of selfishness, pride, materialism, stress, busyness, and the like.  Spiritual discipline can set us free from the things that bind us, and free our spirits to know and commune with God in a far deeper way – the way we were meant to.  Spiritual discipline is actually the doorway to liberation! 

This morning, I want to look at the discipline of meditation. 

In our contemporary society, our Adversary the devil majors in three things.  -noise, hurrying and crowds. If he can keep us distracted by clamour and noise, occupied by the rush and busyness of life, and constantly interacting with other people – he has won a major victory.  We have little time for God.

If we hope to move beyond the superficiality of our culture – and often the superficiality of our religious culture, we must be willing to rediscover silence  and contemplation. 

Having said that, the word “meditation” can sometimes make Christians uneasy.  It brings to mind a picture of a shaved, orange clad monk, sitting cross-legged on the floor, chanting “OHMMMM”.   They equate it with eastern religions and transcendental meditation.  In reality, eastern meditation and Christian meditation are poles apart.  Eastern meditation encourages the emptying of the mind, whereas Christian meditation is an attempt to fill the mind with God.

The discipline of meditation can be found throughout the Scriptures.  It’s mentioned something like 58 times in the Old Testament alone.  There are two Hebrew words that we translate “meditate”, and they can have various related meanings: listening to God’s word, reflecting on God’s works, talking about God’s deeds, ruminating on God’s law – and there are more.  

What is always evident, though, is that the end result of meditation is a changed life.  Repentance and obedience are essential in any Biblical understanding of meditation. 

So many of the Biblical figures practised meditation: Isaac, Eli, Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, David.  These were people who were close to God’s heart. Not because they had special abilities but simply because they were willing to draw aside with him and listen.  

And of course Jesus himself modelled this discipline.  We know from the Gospels that he constantly sought time alone with God, away from the crowds and the demands of his ministry.  He often went up on a mountain, or to a lonely place to pray.

Christian meditation – very simply – is the ability to hear God’s voice and obey his word.  It is building a deeper, more intimate friendship with our Lord, where we learn to recognise his voice and respond to it. We can only do this in the quietness and depth of meditation.  God rarely grabs a megaphone and shouts at us to get our attention.  His is a “still, small voice” and unless we are quiet ourselves, we won’t hear it. 

But once we do begin to hear God speak to us, it is life changing!   The Bible comes alive.  Instead of being a dusty, hard to understand book that sits on our shelf, it becomes something we delight to read – because God actually SPEAKS to us through it.  I have lost count of the number of times I’ve read a passage from the Bible in a time of difficulty, and it’s been as if God has penned those words especially for me.  It gives me goosebumps!

Once we learn to hear the voice of God in times of quiet meditation, we then more easily recognise his voice in the rush of our everyday lives.

I remember an incident when I was driving home from a conference late one night. It was about 9:30 pm, and I still had an hour’s drive ahead of me.  I was travelling down the Northern Road between Penrith and Campbelltown and it took me past a turn off that led to a friend’s house.  They’d moved out to a property in Cobbitty which I’d only been to once. 

I heard the Lord say to me. “Call in on them.”  My initial reaction was to resist.  “Lord, it’s late.  I shouldn’t be dropping in on someone unannounced at this hour!”    That was met by silence.  “And I’d get lost!” I continued. “I couldn’t remember which was their property in daylight, never mind in the dark!”  But I felt the Lord’s insistence.  So I said, “Okay – I’ll go.  But you’ll have to show me where it is, and I’ll only knock on the door if the lights are on.”

I did find the property, (which was really quite miraculous in itself) and the lights were on, so I drove up the driveway, and tentatively knocked on the back door.  It was close to 10:00 this time.  Babs opened the door  - her mouth dropped open, and then she just about dragged me inside.  “Oh Carol – am I glad to see you!” she said. 

It was one of those incidents of God’s perfect timing.  Her husband had had a very serious heart attack a week earlier and had been airlifted to hospital.  His life had hung in the balance while everyone prayed for him. She’d stayed at his bedside in ICU the whole time.  Finally he was pronounced stable, and she’d decided to go home to try and get some rest. She’d arrived an hour or so before I knocked on the door, and had been pacing up and down, shell shot and anxious, desperately needing someone to talk to.  We shared a cuppa, she unloaded, and then we prayed together.  When I left, she was much more at peace, and felt she’d be able to sleep.

Had I not been able to “hear” the voice of God on that occasion, and had I not obeyed, we would have both missed out on a great blessing.  

Our walk with God is meant to be an intimate one.  A close friendship.  He longs to be able to talk to us – for us to talk to him. To be available for him to send to others to touch them with his love and grace.  Meditation opens the door to this intimate friendship with Jesus.

Say we’re convinced that we’d like to begin to learn to meditate.  Where do we start?  How do we do it?

It’s very difficult to learn how to meditate from a book or by listening to a talk.  We learn to meditate by meditating.   Having said that, though, some simple suggestions can help us on our way.

When we’re learning to meditate, it’s best to set aside a time of the day when we know we’ll be undisturbed – and for a decent length of time. And of course, we need to find a quiet place.  

Sometimes it helps to have a focus.  A candle can remind us of the presence of Jesus.  A flower or a picture might be helpful for some people.  Whatever we might use to help us focus on Jesus, the main thing is that we centre the mind, the emotions, the body and the spirit on “the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6)

Throughout the centuries Christians have spoken of a variety of ways of listening to God.  But all the spiritual masters speak of meditating on the Scriptures as the central reference point of all forms of meditation.

There is a great difference between studying the Scriptures, or simply reading the Scriptures – and meditating on them. In meditating, we’re not seeking to research the background of a passage, analyse it or discover theological insights.  We are seeking simply to hear what God might say to us personally.  

One means of meditating is to select a short piece of Scripture. A thought.  A verse, or part of a verse.  

Suppose we choose to meditate on Jesus words, “My peace I leave with you.” (John 14:27)  The aim is not so much to study the words, but to experience their reality.  We engage our imagination and contemplate the truth that Jesus is filling us with his peace. We might imagine leaving our fears and worries at the foot of the cross, and his peace flowing into us. Our spirit and emotions become awakened to the inflowing of God’s peace.  Rather that analysing and dissecting God’s peace, we enter into it. That’s meditation.

Another approach to meditation is to enter into a biblical story, such as the prodigal son.  Imagine the homecoming scene and yourself as a participant in the story. Engage your emotions.  See the scene in your minds eye – the dusty ground. The pens for the goats. The water troughs. Hear the bleating of the animals. Imagine the heat of the sun on your back, and the manure laden scent on the breeze. 

Stand next to the father, as for the umpteenth time, he stares down the road, longing for his son.  Share the leap of his heart, as he sees a figure in the distance, his growing excitement as he wonders if it is his son. 

Enter into the celebration as the father recognises the son, and runs out to meet him. As he issues instructions to hold a great feast.

Then bring yourself into the story.  The son has gone off to clean up.  You are left with the father.  You know that the father in this story is God. He is your father too.  And he’s looking at you.  He takes your hands and looks into your eyes.  What does he say to you?  What do you have to say to him? Write it down!
Our imaginations are sanctified by the Holy Spirit. As we enter into quiet, reflective times like this, as we enter into Scripture stories in the security of God’s embrace, we’ll find they can be wonderful catalysts for God to speak into our lives. 

Meditation is listening, sensing and heeding the voice of God. It is being transformed into his likeness. It is hearing his voice and obeying his word.  It is living a life that is pleasing to God.  It is experiencing the abundant life that Jesus promised those who follow him. 

If this is a discipline you haven’t explored, can I commend it to you? Practiced on a regular basis will make an amazing difference to your walk with God.

Lets pray.

