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THE PRAYER OF THE MIND

VERY FEW MINISTERS will deny that prayer is important. They
will not even deny that prayer is the most important dimension of their
lives. But the fact is that most ministers pray very little or not at all. They
realize that they should not forget to pray, that they should take time
to pray, and that prayer should be a priority in their lives. But all these
“shoulds” do not have the power to carry them over the enormous obsta-
cle of their activism. There is always one more phone call, one more letter,
one more visit, one more meeting, one more book, and one more party.
Together these form an insurmountable pile of activities. The contrast be-
tween the great support for the idea of prayer and the lack of support for
the practice of it is so blatantly visible that it becomes quite easy to believe
in the ruses of the evil one which Amma Theodora described in such vivid
detail.

One of these demonic ruses is to make us think of prayer pri-
marily as an activity of the mind that involves above all else our intellectual
capacities. This prejudice reduces prayer to speaking with God or thinking
about God.

For many of us prayer means nothing more than speaking with
God. And since it usually seems to be a quite one-sided affair, prayer sim-
ply means talking to God. This idea is enough to create great frustrations.
If | present a problem, | expect a solution; if | formulate a question, |
expect an answers; if | ask for guidance, | expect a response. And when it
seems, increasingly, that | am talking into the dark, it is not so strange that
| soon begin to suspect that my dialogue with God is in fact a monologue.
Then | may begin to ask myself: To whom am | really speaking, God or
myself?

Sometimes the absence of an answer makes us wonder if we
might have said the wrong kind of prayers, but mostly we feel taken, cheat-
ed, and quickly stop “this whole silly thing.” It is quite understandable that
we should experience speaking with real people, who need a word and
who offer a response, as much more meaningful than speaking with a God
who seems to be an expert at hide-and-seek.

But there is another viewpoint that can lead to similar frustra-
tions. This is the viewpoint that restricts the meaning of prayer to thinking
about God. Whether we call this prayer or meditation makes little differ-
ence. The basic conviction is that what is needed is to think thoughts about
God and his mysteries. Prayer therefore requires hard mental work and is
quite fatiguing, especially if reflective thinking is not one of our strengths.
Since we already have so many other practical and pressing things on our
minds, thinking about God becomes one more demanding burden. This
is especially true because thinking about God is not a spontaneous event,
while thinking about pressing concerns comes quite naturally.

Thinking about God makes God into a subject that needs to be
scrutinized or analyzed. Successful prayer is thus prayer that leads to new
intellectual discoveries about God. Just as a psychologist studies a case
and seeks to gain insight by trying to find coherence in all the available
data, so someone who prays well should come to understand God better
by thinking deeply about all that is known about him.

In thinking about God, as with speaking to God, our frustration
tolerance is quite low, and it does not take much to stop praying altogeth-
er. Reading a book or writing an article or sermon is a lot more satisfying
than this mental wandering into the unknown.

Both these views of prayer are the products of a culture in which
high value is placed on mastering the world through the intellect. The
dominating idea has been that everything can be understood and that what
can be understood can be controlled. God, too, is a problem that has a
solution, and by strenuous efforts of the mind we will find it. It is therefore
not so strange that the academic gown is the official garb of the minister,
and that one of the main criteria for admission to the pulpit is a university
degree.

This, of course, does not mean that the intellect has no place in
the life of prayer, or that theological reflection and prayer are mutually
exclusive. But we should not underestimate the intellectualism of the main-
stream North American churches. If the public prayers of ministers inside
as well as outside of church buildings are any indication of their prayer
life, God is certainly busy attending seminars. How can we possibly expect
anyone to find real nurture, comfort, and consolation from a prayer life
that taxes the mind beyond its limits and adds one more exhausting activity
to the many already scheduled ones?

During the last decade, many have discovered the limits of the
intellect. More and more people have realized that what they need is much
more than interesting sermons and interesting prayers. They wonder how
they might really experience God. The charismatic movement is an ob-
vious response to this new search for prayer. The popularity of Zen and
the experimentation with encounter techniques in the churches are also
indicative of a new desire to experience God. Suddenly we find ourselves
surrounded by people saying, “Teach us to pray.” And suddenly we be-
come aware that we are being asked to show the way through a region that
we do not know ourselves. The crisis of our prayer life is that our mind
may be filled with ideas of God while our heart remains far from him. Real
prayer comes from the heart. It is about this prayer of the heart that the
Desert Fathers teach us.

THE WAY OF THE HEART
Henri J. M. Nouwen




THE BIG ISSUES
AND WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS ABOUT THEM

SCHOOL & EXAM

What word would you use to describe your school? Perhaps you enjoy it and find certain sub-
jects really interesting. However, maybe for you, the best part is when the bell rings for home
time. Or maybe you wonder if you’ll ever use equations or knowledge about different types of
rocks in the real world. Even if we don’t see much point in all the subjects, we have to study, our
education can benefit us by teaching us how to turn up on time and how to learn new things,
which will help us whatever we do in future.

There can be a lot of pressure to pass exams and do well, which can make us

REALLY ANXIOUS

There will be some things you are really good at and other things not so good. God has given
us each different gifts, and it’s important not to compare ourselves or our grades to the person
next to us. Just do the best you can with the gifts and abilities God has given you!

One Bible verse (Colossians 3.23) encourages us to work at everything we do with all our heart
and to imagine we’re working for God, not people. This can inspire and motivate us even when
we find the teachers annoying!

KEY BIBLE VERSES:
COLOSSIANS 3.23; PHILIPPIANS 4.6; LUKE 12.22-31

JASHOU HYMN
FOR THE FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT

(MODE VIil)

The Word, of the essence of the Father and co-existent with the Holy Spirit, joined
his own image with our earthly nature, and adorned it with glory and placed it in the garden
of delight.

Therein man joyfully exulted in gladness without grief, for he beheld God always
coming down in the garden, and his soul was impressed by the radiance of the divine light.

Therefore pray for us, Mary Mother-of-God, to thine only-begotten Son that he
may please to grant unto us, as unto the malefactor, to inherit again the glory of the para-

dise.
THE DIVINE LITURGY
OF THE ARMENIAN APOSTOLIC
ORTHODOX CHURCH
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THE BOOK OF
1 KINGS

WRITTEN: PROBABLY 650-530BC

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW:

1 and 2 Kings were originally one book, spanning about 400 years
in total. Solomon, David’s son, rules as king in much of this book.
He was incredibly wise and led the nation into a time of great
wealth. After his death, the kingdom divided into two - Israel in the
north and Judah in the south. The book talks about good kings and
bad kings, judges not by their wealth but by their loyalty to God.
It is thought that this book was partly written while the Jews were
in exile as an explanation of why the nation had fallen apart. The
prophet Elijah is a key character in the second half of the book,
calling the nation back to God.

WHY READ IT?

Solomon began his reign with power and fame, but he started to
believe in his own brilliance and forgot about God. Then it all went
wrong. Here we watch as kings either think they know better than
God and let their pride rule, or love God and lead their people
well. We also see what it looks like to stand up for God in a nation
where those who love God are in the minority.

960BC DAVID KING TEMPLE
DIES LOMO! BUILT

PROPHET 850BC
ELUAH

THE LETTER OF
PHILIPPIANS

WRITTEN: AROUND AD52-54 OR 58-64

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW:

Philippians is a letter of thankfulness, encouragement and joy. Paul
wrote it to the church in Philippi while he was a prisoner under house
arrest, and he starts by thanking them for their support. It’s a deeply
loving and friendly letter to the church, but it’s challenging, too, as he
encourages them to keep growing in faith and outlines what growing

in faith might look like!

WHY READ IT?

This letter is great at giving us pointers on how to grow in our faith,
serve others and spread t edgood news of Jesus. It's about keeEing
going in our Christian life, and it challenges us to think about the kin

of people God might want us to be.

SPOTLIGHT:

The church in Philippi was set up by Paul on his second missionary
journey (see Acts 16), and it was the first church in Europe: Philippi
was in northern Greece. It wasn’t a huge city, but it was si%niﬁcant.
Citizens of Philippi were automatically give Roman citizenship, and
hey were proud of this. Even though Philippi was over 1000 miles
away from Rome, the people dressed like Romans and spoke Latin,
the Romans’ language. There was also a strong Roman military and
leadership presence. It’s no surprise, then, that Paul uses the idea of
citizenship to talk about the Christian faith, as this would have made
sense to the Philippians.

(AD48) VISITS (AD52-54 OR
PHILIPPI 58-64)
PAUL’S 27 W
RITES
MISSIONARY EPHESIANS

JOURNEY
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