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‘Your Father knows what you need before you ask him’

The deceptively simple words are just what we need at the beginning of a Synod.  Full of reports, plans, strategies, enthusiasms and commitment ….. Jesus says to us, ‘Your Father knows what you need before you ask.’  Because we are organised and committed, sometimes our asking comes close to telling – and sometimes we even forget to ask.

I feel comforted and protected by those words of Jesus.  I don’t actually have to get it right – just to try and put myself in touch with the God who loves me.  And there’s a bit of the father of the Prodigal Son waiting patiently for his return.  God listens and waits as we batter his ears with our prayers – or just waits because we are busy getting on with it without him.  He waits for us to realise that, if our aspiration is that what we do might be the work of God, then we should start with prayer.

One of the things which first surprised me – and initially alarmed me about Scotland is how secular it is.  Not godless but secular.  In the words which some of you might use, it’s as if the gospel has never been preached.  The memory of the Christian story is being lost.  We are moving beyond being a population of de-churched people into that place where, with increasing numbers of people, we simply start from the beginning.

Once you begin to get used to that, you start to realise that there are worse places to be.  A secular society, in my view, is better than a confessional state in which one church expects the state to be a wider expression of its social and moral teaching.  For a minority church, a secular society is good – because it dissolves old and tired denominational ties.  So our clergy and people are slowly learning not to be anxious or defensive about the secular society – the more secular the better so far as I am concerned.  Because it is a place of opportunity for mission.

Which brings us back to prayer and spirituality.  The greatest liberation of all, I think, is that the church ceases to be the agenda.  People almost don’t notice it any more.  Of course we have small congregations for whom the church is part of their identity – groups who worry about keeping the church going and about fundraising rather than stewardship.  But more often we start with people’s questions – with prayer and worship, with questions of meaning, faith and trust, with relationships and belonging.  

And that links to some of the things which Rowan Williams has been saying recently – particularly about the way in which people perceive religion negatively and spirituality positively.  He said that the common grounds for objection to religion are ‘the claim to some kind of exclusive truthfulness (with the implication of the untruthfulness and thus illegitimacy of other convictions), and the demand for an abdication of personal liberty.’  Wheras spiritual resources have to be ‘inclusive and generative of liberty.’

So we find increasingly that we start with prayer – with the God who knows our needs before we ask – not with the God who does what we ask and gives us what we think we need – not a Google God who answers every question and makes tidy every loose end.  And in the unravelling, people begin to shape unfocused spiritual questioning into the journey of discipleship.  And the prayer which helps us to find out what are our deepest needs becomes not an answering service but a movement through which we align ourselves with God’s love and purposes – squeezing out the things which are about us, our ego, our ambition, our wilful determination, our anger.  

And as we do that, we find God not as a constriction on our lives but as the opening of doors into the service which is ‘generative of liberty’ the service which is perfect freedom.

