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   Pentecost 13
Late summer stretch: invoking his presence by yours
[Psalm 139:7-12;  Philippians 4:4-7;  Luke 24:13-16, 28-32 NLT]
In the beginning…

You’ve probably heard of the two boy scouts – 

the twin brothers whose behavior was driving their parents mad.
As a last resort, Mom and Dad asked the Scoutmaster to help.

He agreed…and made arrangements to meet with each boy.

Since the Scoutmaster wanted to help the twins understand 

that God was watching all they do,


he asked the first boy: “Where is God?”

The boy look puzzled…and didn’t answer.

The Scoutmaster thought the boy had not heard,

so he raised his voice and asked again: “Where is God?”

The boy squirmed in his seat, but said nothing.
The Scoutmaster became upset;

“Where is God?” he shouted.

That’s when the boy jumped up, ran home and hid under the bed.

When his twin brother asked what he was doing,


he said,  “Boy, are we in trouble!  God is missing…and they think we took him.”

“Where is God?”

When we ask the question, we’re usually not trying to be funny.

When we ask the question, we’re usually stuck –


stuck in a problem…stuck with a person…



and stuck with the perception that God isn’t here, there or anywhere.

“Where is God…especially when you need him?”
It is the most common question I hear as a pastor;


and – to be honest – it is one of the common questions I ask as a pastor.

God – it seems – goes into hiding;

and when we feel he has, we grow tired and are tempted to give up.

Brother Lawrence, 

a monk who spent most of his life cooking and cleaning in the kitchen,


contends there is an exercise to remedy such an ailment.

 This man, who lived in France during the 17th century,


tells us to do what he did:



practice the presence of God.

Practice the presence of God.

This morning, we’ll study that exercise;


and as we do, we’ll ask two questions before getting an answer.

Invoking his presence by yours

1)  Two questions
We begin by asking: is God with us?

For centuries, Christians have started their worship services with an “invocation”.
In other words, before we praise, preach and pray,


we “invoke” God’s presence…we ask him to be with us.

A noble custom, to be sure…

but a noble custom that prompts a nagging question.

Where was God before the “invocation”?

Was he not with us?

Was he hiding?

Do we somehow have to lure him – like a genie –


out of his container and into our cathedral?

Think about that.
Then think of these words, penned by a poet but inspired by God himself:

I can never escape from your Spirit!  I can never get away from your presence!  If I go up to heaven, you are there; if I go down to the place of the dead, you are there. … I could ask the darkness to hide me --- but even in darkness I cannot hide from you.  
[Psalm 139:7-8,11-12]


What is God telling us?
“As you live and when you die – 

as you fly in a 747 and when you sit in a cemetery…



as you lay back at home and when you lie in a hospital…




as you laugh and when you cry – 




I am there.

You can never get away from me.”

Now really, what else would you expect from a God who loves us so –


a God who gave up heaven to be with us on earth…



a God who gave up his life so we could get a life – with him?
It seems to me that you and I have a God who can’t take his eyes off us.

Christians who lived in the Dark Ages seemed to see the light.

We often scorn those people 
because they hunted witches and burned heretics.

But they – at least – took God seriously;

they saw God in everything.

They saw him in the sky – 

in the tail of a comet and the hail of a storm.

They saw him at sea – 

when the sun was shining and when storm clouds were gathering.

They saw him on the earth – 

when they went out to plow and when they went off to war.

Those Christians could think of God without thinking.

They were unconscious of their consciousness of God.

It was just the way they lived.

Today, you and I live in the ruins of such a world


The world has changed;


what about God?

Is he still with us?
Is he still in the sky, on the sea, all over the earth?

With what words did his Son leave us?


I am with you always, even to the end of the age.  [Matthew 28:20]
Perhaps we need to ask another question.
Perhaps we need to ask:


are we with God?

If we don’t have to invoke God’s presence,


do we have to invoke ours?

There are times – aren’t there? –

when we try to go into hiding.

We find God’s promised presence to be almost claustrophobic;

we just don’t want him so close.

We scream, “I want to be myself!  I want to be by myself!”

At such times, God doesn’t leave;


we try to leave him.
Many more, though, are the times 


when we long for God to be near,



but sense that he isn’t.

We feel that he has gone into hiding.
Like those two men 
who journeyed seven miles with God’s son on the road to Emmaus,

we simply can’t see God walking with us.

Something keeps us – as something kept them – 

from recognizing God in our midst.

What is it?

Could it be our culture…
what is happening in the world around us?

We live in a society that makes a distinction between church and state.
We also seem to be making a distinction between the sacred and the secular.

Oh, we still may admit that there is a place for God in our world.
But we are bound and determined to keep him in his place.

He is no longer allowed where we study…where we work…even where we play.

Is he, I sometimes wonder, still allowed where we live?
Do we see him in our homework and in our housework?

In our busy schedules, we seem to assign him only one hour a week.
We place him in our hushed cathedrals,


but we can’t see him in the hustle and bustle of our everyday lives.

Today, we like to say where God is…and where he isn’t.

We like to make such distinctions.

But God doesn’t.

All the world, says God…

all the world is mine, and everything in it.  [Psalm 50:12]
Time and again, he tells his people:


I will never leave you nor forsake you  [Joshua 1:5 NIV]
God does not hide behind church doors.

He’s in the barroom, the boardroom and the bedroom.

He’s with us when we make love and when we make war.

He’s in the midst of our doings and undoings.
If only we take notice…


if only we take notice.

So, whose presence do we need to invoke: God’s or ours?
Who needs to be with whom?
2)  One answer
Woody Allen claimed that 80% of success is showing up

Perhaps the same principle applies here. 

God doesn’t need to show up for us;


I think we need to show up for God.

We need to come to our senses, come to God…


and we’ll come to know that God is near.

That’s what James seems to say:


Come near to God and he will come near to you.  [James 4:8 NIV]
Brother Lawrence called this “practicing the presence of God”.
To do this, he said,


we don’t have to change our activities for God --

we don’t have to spend a year living in a monastery or studying at a seminary 




-- we only need to see God in all our activities.

Only…
For most of us, this means a paradigm shift…


an almost tectonic shift in the way we see the world.
We’ve grown accustomed to putting God in “his place”;


now we must learn to see God in every place….


to see the whole world as God’s place.

I know, though, that you and I can make this shift.

I know that because I also know Mike and Matthew.

Those two guys are photographers – good photographers.
Their cameras create works of art.

Mike and Matthew seem to see a picture everywhere –

in the sky, on the land, under the water…

among the plants, with the animals.
In fact, they may see the world as a picture waiting to be taken.

I have a camera, too;
and I’m a photographer;



but my pictures – well, you wouldn’t want to see them.
So what’s the difference between Mike, Matthew and me?

Training.

None of us were born photographers;

but Mike and Matthew have trained themselves to look for a picture in everything.

Aha!  Couldn’t you and I then train ourselves to see 

-- not a picture, but the presence --



the presence of God in everything?

Brother Lawrence contends we can.
All we need to do is practice –


practice the presence of God.

How can we do this?

Pray, play and provide – that’s how!
Why don’t we begin by praying?

Many of us ask God’s Spirit to open our hearts and minds before we read God’s word.

Couldn’t we also ask God’s Spirit to open our eyes as we look at God’s world?

Couldn’t we ask the Spirit to help us see God


as we study a plant, listen to a bird, read a book, watch a movie?
Perhaps our training can also including playing…

the playing of a game.

Why don’t view each day as a safari?

Every morning we get up and go out on a “God-hunt” …


intentionally looking for God 

in the places we visit…the people we meet…even the problems we encounter.

Our training also needs to account for a variety of learning styles…

needs to provide different ways for people to learn.

If you’re an audio learner


-- if you learn best by hearing --



you may want to do what a youth minister once encouraged me to do.

To become more aware of God’s presence in our lives,


he first told us to choose a sound we commonly hear.

I selected the ringing of a telephone.
Then he directed us to do this:


every time we heard that sound during the week,



we were to stop and say: “Thank you, Lord, for being with me”.

In that week, most of us in the youth group 

became more aware of what God was doing in our lives.
If you’re a visual learner


-- if seeing objects helps you modify your behavior --



then look at the cross:




the cross where God abandoned his Son.

Why?  So he wouldn’t have to abandon you;


so he could be with you forever.

And if you’re a kinesthetic learner


-- if you learn best by doing --



then thank God that we’re celebrating communion today.

As you come to eat the bread and drink the wine,


Jesus comes to give you his body and blood



-- not only to forgive the sins of your past --




but also to assure that he is present – really present – with you now.

“Practice the presence of God” says Brother Lawrence.

Practice, practice, practice – that can be hard work;


it involves repeating, rehearsing, working and re-working.

Will it be worth our time and effort?

What, after all, are the benefits of knowing God is with us 24/7?

That pastor named Paul suggests that we will be happier, healthier people.

The Lord is near says the good pastor;


Rejoice in the Lord.  I will say it again: Rejoice  [Philippians 4:4-5 NIV]
We also will be different.
We will stand out among the people with whom we live.

We will see what they don’t see;

we will experience what they cannot.

The poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning puts it this way:


Earth is crammed with heaven


and every common bush afire with God;


but only he who sees takes off his shoes.

The rest sit around and pluck blackberries.

At the end…

Thomas Aquinas was a brilliant Italian theologian.
Some have considered him to be more of a philosopher than a theologian.

For much of his life, 

he struggled to resolve the conflict between faith and reason –


what went on in his heart with what went on in his head.

Although he lived long ago, he prepared a prayer for us today –


a prayer for all of us trying to see God in a world that doesn’t believe in him.

Listen to what he wrote:


Grant me, O Lord, a heart to see you 

and a hope of finally embracing you.
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