A PHILOSOPHY OF LIVING:  A Praying Life (Method) – Part 1
Matthew 6:5-8

+++

Introduction
Most of us would do well to deepen our awareness of nature.  In his book Listening to Nature, Joseph Cornell tells us how.  It’s all based on the method of the American Indians.  For them it was a matter of survival by hunting.  For us it is more a matter of spiritual survival.  It involves first entering the woods.  Such an entrance will disturb the animal’s natural activity, so the idea is to sit still as possible in the place “waiting for the world of nature to return to its normal, harmonious routine.”  You sit in that place blending in as much as possible with your surroundings, breathing quietly, eyes open and observing, ears alert for noise.  “Sit for at least twenty minutes, “Cornell says.  The result of such a practice is like awakening from sleep.  He writes, “Your experience will be most enjoyable if you free your mind from expectations.  Don’t expect a caravan of animals to come parading by.”  Just pay “attention to what you do see and hear:  busy insects, singing birds, and breezes bringing the trees to life.”  It doesn’t take woods.  Try slipping away from the TV tonight and take your lawn chair out back.  Just sit, listen and look.  A new world might just open to you there! Nature’s therapy!   If you trace the word ‘therapy’ back far enough, you will find an amazing root word:  chair.  Sitting apart and in silence is one of the best instruments for healing that we have.

The Master of prayer is inviting us to a similar revelation in our text today.  It is a method of prayer that is more inward than outward, more silent than talkative.  Listen to these words found in our text this morning:  “go into your room”; “shut your door”; “the secret place”; “vain repetitions”; “many words.”    Those are words with imagery:  a room apart, a sense of privacy, a noiseless mind and tongue.  It is a place of two things:  Solitude and Silence.  And so I invite you to join with me in discovering a method of prayer that Jesus emulated and taught.

1. Solitude or the Power of the Secret Place - Matt. 6:5-6.

“And when you pray, you shall not be like the hypocrites.  For they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the corners of the streets, that they may be seen by men.  Assuredly, I say to you, that they have their reward.  But you, when you pray, go into your room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you openly.”
The saints of yesteryear knew the power of those moments of solitude.  Jesus calls us to a secret place away from the noise and clamor of people.  He uses two words that are instructive to our spiritual renewal.  The first is “go into your room.”  The word ‘room’ here is a word that indicates an inner or private room.  It was first used as a storage closet or chamber.  The second word is “the secret place.” The word in the Greek is krupto and we get the word crypt and cryptic from it meaning a vault or covered way.   The word comes from another Greek word meaning to hide.  Jesus encourages us to go to that secret place with God in our praying.  It’s solitude or the power of the secret place with God.

I love the poems of Robert Frost.  One of his poems goes like this:


Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening 

Whose woods these are I think I know,

His house is in the village though.

He will not see me stopping here,

To watch his woods fill up with snow.

My little horse must think it queer,

To stop without a farmhouse near,

Between the woods and frozen lake,

The darkest evening of the year.

He gives his harness bells a shake,

To ask if there is some mistake.

The only other sound's the sweep,

Of easy wind and downy flake.

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.

There is just something about getting away to a quiet place the calms our minds, our nerves and soothes our spirits. Like Frost, we need to loose the rains of the sled sometimes and enjoy a few moments of solitude.   The stresses of life pull and push on us too often.  Recently I read about that need for a quiet spot away in the amazing power of noise.  According to nature recorder Gordon Hempton:


-The hum of power lines can be heard upward of two miles


-A chain saw cuts the quiet for more than five miles


-Road noise can travel 8 to 10 miles


-A major airport can cast a ‘noise shadow’ longer than 50 miles

We need those moments of solitude to gain our footing again.  A father was pushing a stroller through a city park.  The baby was screaming at the top of his lungs.  It was a summer day, and the park was filled with people, all watching and listening.  As the embarrassed young man passed by, he was saying, “Take it easy, Malcolm.  Just relax.  No reason to get excited.  Just calm down and everything will be all right.  Come on, Malcolm.  Just trust the Lord.”  An older lady drew alongside of them and said, “Oh, my, what a nice baby.  Did you say his name was Malcolm?”  “No, ma’am,” said the Dad, “his name is Barnaby.  I’m Malcolm.”

Over and over the Bible reveals the power of solitude or the power of the secret place alone with God.


-when he was alone Jacob was granted a vision of heaven in the midst of a family conflict and fear of the future


-when he was alone in the silent desert, Moses was shown the burning bush and the possibility of freedom for God’s children


-when he was alone under the stars by the walls of Jericho when Joshua found the Captain of the Lord’s hosts standing beside him before a humanly impossible task

-when he was alone in the temple Isaiah saw God “high and lifted up and his train filled the temple” and he was what could be instead of what was


-when she was alone Mary was told she would bear a Messiah that saves you and me today


-when he was alone Jesus found strength to say no to the devil and yes to God

When you and I are alone we are not alone, we are with God and His presence, vision, strength and power enable and empower us to be over comers.  I invite you to the secret place with God!

2. Silence or the Power of the Silent Mind – Matt. 6:7-8.
“And when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do.  For they think that they will be heard for their many words.  Therefore do not be like them.  For your Father knows the things you have need of before you ask Him.”
There were those in Jesus’ day who felt they could get their gods to hear them by two means:  constant repetition of prayers and loud repetition of prayers.  Jesus urges us to remember this one thing:  “your Father knows…”  Just knowing that and practicing that enables us to bring the power of silence or the power of the silent mind to our prayer method.  It is in silence and the practice of silence that we become aware again that “your Father knows…”
Scripture reminds us over and over about the power of silence in our lives as a means of putting us in touch with the Almighty.  Listen to these few verses:


-“Be still and know that I am God.”  Ps. 46:10


- There is a “time to keep silence” according to Eccl. 3:7


- “The Lord is in his holy temple:  let all the earth keep silence before Him.” Hab. 


2:20.

· “For God alone my soul waits in silence; from Him comes my salvation.”  Ps.

62:1.

What does silence create?


-It makes room for us to listen to God


-It gives us freedom to look and observe


-It allows us time to think


-It broadens our awareness


-It invites us to know our limitations and God’s abilities

Those moments in our lives when life seems the most disturbed, turned upside down, down and out, are the moments when this practice of silence allows us to sink down into the knowledge that our Father knows.  Those moments are when we need to stand still and allow our selves to sink into silence, to sink into God.  A pastor had suggested this practice to his congregation one day.  Some of the ladies in his church who had attended the seminar found herself the very next day practicing what was preached.  Anybody remember the days of handing your laundry out on a line?   This woman had arisen early that day to do just that.  It was a day in March when the sky was blue, the sun was shining, and the wind blowing.  She looked out the window at the white clothes and was pleased with her accomplishment.  A few moments later when she glanced out again she saw that the clothesline had broken.  The white wash was no longer white, spotted by bits of grass and leftover rain, now turned to mud.  For a moment she almost lost control of herself in irritation and resentment.  Then she remembered the suggestion of silence and sinking into God.  She stood still in the middle of her kitchen floor, grew quiet, and repeated a brief prayer from the Psalms:  “Be still and know that I am God.”  For a few seconds she realized its meaning for her situation then and there.  The flood of her quick emotion slowly ebbed away.  Her inner poise returned.
Meher Baba, a modern mystic of India says,  


“A mind that is fast is sick.


  A mind that is slow is sound.


 A mind that is still is divine.”

Let me encourage you to practice the silence, the power of a still mind.  The next time you find yourself in a situation that is irritating, damaging and a struggle:  Be still and know that He is God.  
Conclusion
John Killinger, in a sermon entitled Finding God in a Busy World, tells the story of a woman he knew in New York City.  He had come to the city for a preaching engagement.  He took a walk one evening on a promenade that overlooked Manhattan.  One of the women who were hosting his stay walked with him.  She began to share with him the personal significance of the promenade upon which they were walking.  She had gone through some very difficult times since moving to New York City.  Her husband had left her.  Her daughter had been difficult to raise.  One night she walked to this very promenade not knowing how she could go on.  Killinger writes:

“She sat on one of the benches and looked across the bay at the city.  She stared out at Liberty Island in the distance and she watched the tug oats as they moved in and out of the bay.  She sat and she sat.  The longer she sat, she said, the more her life seemed to be invested with a kind of quietness that came over her like a spirit.  Down deep she began to feel peaceful again.  She said she felt somehow that God was very near to her, as if she could almost reach out and touch God.  Better yet, she did not need to reach out.  Instead, God was touching her.  She felt whole and complete and healed as she sat there that evening.  It became a turning point in her life. “Since then,” she said, “Whenever I feel under pressure at my mob or from personal circumstances, I come down here and sit on this very bench.  I am quiet; I feel it all over again, and everything is all right.”
Sounds like she has found the method of prayer Jesus taught and practiced:  solitude and silence.  She has found the powerful secret place Jesus talks about and that the Psalmist writes and sings of in Psalm 27:  “For in the time of trouble He shall hide me in His pavilion; In the secret place of His tabernacle He shall hide me; He shall set me high upon a rock.”

I want to encourage each of you to find that promenade, that pavilion, that secret place and go there.  Go there when the stress is so heavy it bows you down.  Go there when the day has worn you out.  Go there when you are wounded by people.  Go there and stay there until you see Him.  Stay there until you are renewed and refreshed.  Be quiet and then everything will be alright.
