WEEK ONE: WHO IS GOD FOR YOU?

SCRIPTURE:


But Zion said, “The Lord has forsaken me, my Lord has forgotten me.”


Can a mother forget her infant, be without tenderness for the child of her womb? 


 Even should she forget, I will never forget you. See, upon the palms of my hands 

 I have written your name (Isaiah 49:14-16).

WHERE ARE YOU WITH GOD?


As the passage from Isaiah 49: 14-16 suggests, our relationship with God and the assessment we make of it can depend so much on life’s daily circumstances. Israel had fallen on harsh times. As a kingdom they were divided into two and were being plundered and ravaged by their neighboring kingdoms to the point where they would be exiled to Babylon for seventy years. In their misery they were convinced that the Lord had forsaken them, leaving them to destruction and humiliation at the hands of their captors. In this context of overwhelming anxiety and daunting despair, God speaks to Israel through Isaiah the prophet. God chooses two images to convey divine compassion and covenantal love towards them. He first compares himself to mothers who have such an indomitable commitment to their children. Mothers being human, in rare instances, fall short of this noble and intrepid passion for the well being of their children. The Lord says that no matter what the circumstances might be, He will never forsake Israel. The second image is that of an adolescent lover who writes the name of his beloved on the palms of his hands. Is it ironic or paradoxical that God sees himself as a youthful lover and therefore with dreams and enthusiasm about the future when his beloved is in the throes of destruction and death?  How then does this passage affect us and what kind of assessment do we make about our relationship with God?

FROM THE SECULAR TO THE DEVOUT:

Most of us engage in some form of prayer and relationship with God. There are some, however, who want to have nothing to do with God. This is either a stance that they have taken for personal reasons, or by default. There are others, who pray sporadically, engaging in prayer as ritual because of certain religious circumstances in their lives, or when they are in crisis. For such persons who are experiencing hardship, God seems to be sought out mostly as a problem solver or trouble-shooter. God is an important resource, to be used only in times of emergency, but otherwise shelved in the recesses of their minds and hearts. The danger of such an understanding of God is that when their petitions don’t seem to get answered, there is confusion and disillusionment. Why pray, they ask, when God does not seem to be interested in them? If God really cared, God would take care of us. In this view of prayer, the seeker is at the center of his/her universe, and God is at their beck and call. Clearly, this is a topsy-turvy understanding of the Creator-creature relationship. 

Others have learnt to give God a more significant place in their lives. They pray more often and include hard times as well as good times in their conversations and relationship with God. God is sought as their refuge and strength. God is praised and offered thanks when blessings and graces come their way. They recognize that God is not beholden to them. Even when their prayers have not been answered the way they wanted, God still heard them. To them God has become a meaningful presence and so they bring the daily circumstances of their lives to God. In time the significance of God’s presence dominates their lives and probably becomes the most important presence in their lives. They trust this Presence and know they are in good hands, regardless of the circumstances. In gradual increments their relationship might evolve to the point where God has become the Center of their universe and they want to be at God’s beck and call.   

Persons who relate to God as the center of their lives are individuals who have a true appreciation of the biblical perspective on the relationship between God and humans. We are told in the Book of Genesis, “God created man in his image, in the divine image he created him, male and female he created them” (Genesis 1: 27). The creation story highlights two important facts about our creation as humans. Our creation comes at the climax of God’s immense work of love, and humans are seen as the apex of God’s wonderful creation, given the privilege and responsibility of being caretakers of God’s creatures. Of all earthly creatures, only humans have been created in God’s image and likeness. No wonder the Psalmist is agog with wonder and amazement when he exclaims in Psalm 8: “You have made him little less than the angels, and crowned him with glory and honor. You have given him rule over the works of your hands, putting all things under his feet.” Psalm 139 speaks with deep reverence and appreciation for the work of God’s hands on our behalf: “Truly you have formed my inmost being; you knit me in my mother’s womb. I give you thanks that I am fearfully, wonderfully made; wonderful are your works (verses 13-14).

 One of the mysterious facts of human life is our rejection or lukewarm acceptance of our Creator’s vision and designs for us. The reality of sin and its allure away from God is ever present in our lives. And Scripture highlights this ambivalence toward God which leads us to choose ourselves over God. Psalm 1 compares and contrasts the good man with the wicked one. The good man who delights in the law of the Lord and meditates on his law day and night is like “a tree planted near running water that yields its fruit in due season, and whose leaves never fade. What he does prospers.” The wicked person, on the other hand, is “like chaff which the wind drives away.” The psalm also highlights a seeming fact of our human condition where evil forces appear to dominate the forces of good. “The kings of the earth rise up, and the princes conspire together against the Lord and against his anointed.”

Another powerful example of this human dichotomy is illustrated in the story of Abraham’s intercession for Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18: 16-32. The Lord takes Abraham into his confidence and reveals to him his intention of destroying Sodom and Gomorrah. And God’s reason for taking Abraham into confidence is an interesting one. “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, now that he is to become a great and populous nation, and all the nations of the earth are to find blessing in him? Indeed, I have singled him out that he may direct his sons and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord may carry into effect for Abraham the promises he made about him” (Genesis 18: 17-18). In this dialogue that takes place between God and Abraham, the latter appeals to God’s justice to prevent the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah because of their sinful ways and rejection of God. At first God agrees that He cannot destroy Sodom and Gomorrah if there were fifty just men in those towns. From fifty, Abraham whittles the number down to 10 and God is still willing to spare the two towns. Finally even Abraham relents when he realizes that there are no just men who will be destroyed in the disaster. 

There are countless other examples of men and women both in the Bible and in human history who have chosen to be with or against God. Cain and his brother Abel come to mind. Abel lived according to God’s ways, whereas Cain was jealous of his brother and killed him because he was found pleasing in God’s sight. King Solomon was upright and God-fearing in the first years of his reign. Later on he forsook his God and worshipped the false gods or Baals of his numerous wives.

TOTAL DEPENDENCE ON GOD: 


The important fact of our lives is that we will only experience ourselves as God’s image and likeness when we are totally dependent on God for everything. We are speaking of a lifestyle where God becomes the beginning and end of your life, where every question is asked in God’s presence and every answer received from the Holy Spirit. If then you lived your life according to your true nature, you would understand that in your relationship with God, you are the satellite and God is the center of your world. You would therefore seek constantly to be at God’s beck and call. 

HELPFUL ATTITUDES  FOR  PRAYER:

· It is important to understand that you can’t be half-hearted with God. You might as well give this relationship with the Divine your utmost!

· Our relationship with God is different from all our other relationships. When we come before God, we are in the presence of Truth and Holiness. Hence any falsehood in us will have to be addressed. 

· Prayer blossoms when we take the stance of being transparent before God, being willing to lay bare our souls, and being open to allowing the Holy Spirit to guide our lives and actions. The next time you pray, remember to dispose yourself in such a way that you are willing to be transparent before God and willing to allow the Holy Spirit to be your teacher and guide. 

· You will realize that there will be much resistance within you to allow God to hold sway over your destiny. It is for this reason that Jesus tells us to ask for whatever we need to live in God’s will.

· It is important to remember that you have feet of clay and will always be in need of forgiveness. It is the measure of a true disciple to acknowledge sin and ask for forgiveness.

GUIDELINES FOR PRAYER:

· Be faithful to your time of prayer, and make it between 20 and 30 minutes daily.

· Begin every prayer session with an earnest prayer to the Holy Spirit like the one I have composed for you: Come, Holy Spirit, and overshadow me with your gentle wisdom and power as I endeavor to sit at the feet of Jesus during this period of prayer. Purify my mind and heart as I seek to make the teachings of Jesus my priority in life, thinking, speaking and doing as He desires. You are the keeper of my soul, leading me into God’s heart. May I be docile and submissive to your wisdom and guidance. And may my life be a pleasing offering in your sight. Amen.

· Take one of the passages suggested for the week for your prayer. During the week you might want to ponder the question, “Who is God for me?” 

· Lastly, during your prayer make sure that along with reflection you also address God directly and listen for answers that you need.

· You can end your prayer with the following: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, I thank you for your gracious companionship. I praise you for being my Creator, Savior and Lord. May I take your blessings to my day, and may your presence envelop and permeate all my thoughts and actions. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

PASSAGES FOR PRAYER:

Genesis, Chapters 1 & 2: Our Creation as God’s image and likeness. 

Psalm 8: The Psalmist reflects on our creation as God’s image and likeness.

Psalm 139: The all-knowing and ever-present God

Psalm 1: True Happiness

Genesis, Chapter 4: The Story of Cain and Abel

Luke 1:46-55: Mary’s Canticle: Mary’s glorification of God.

Luke 1: 67-79: Zechariah’s praise of God.

SPIRITUAL READING:

· It would be important for you to become very familiar with ‘The Imitation of Christ.’ After the Bible, this classic is the most widely read. There are four books comprising 114 chapters in all. If you read a single chapter each day you could read the book three times over during the retreat. Do what suits you best.

· It would be even more important for you to become familiar with the Bible, especially with the New Testament. For this year you can attempt six or seven books of the Old Testament: Genesis, Exodus, Samuel 1 and 2, the Book of Psalms, Isaiah and Jeremiah. With the New Testament you can choose to read a few chapters daily, with the goal of completing its reading during the retreat. 

· Try to do all your spiritual reading recommended for the week.

Living in God’s Embrace

Chapter Two: Nurtured in God’s Embrace
JOURNALING: 
· Journal for a few minutes daily about your experience with God in prayer and during the day.
· Your journal will help you with your sharing in spiritual direction
· Gradually patterns of insights, themes, consolations, and resistance to God’s promptings will emerge.
· Your journal will help you appreciate the Holy Spirit’s action in your being.
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