WEEK THREE: GOD’S VISION FOR US

SCRIPTURE:

God chose us in him before the world began, to be holy and blameless in his sight, to be full of love; he likewise predestined us through Christ Jesus to be his adopted sons (Ephesians 1: 4-6).

NURTURED IN GOD’S EMBRACE:

A personal and intimate relationship with God is a pure gift. God was never beholden to us when deciding to create us. We were non-existent. God’s decision to create us was an act of selfless and overwhelming love. And in creating us in the divine image and likeness, God made the irrevocable decision to be involved intimately in our lives and be the God of our history. Scripture is replete with passages portraying God’s predilection for us. We have already looked at a few examples. In the Creation story the author captures God’s vision for us in a pithy statement that reveals much more than it says: “God created man in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female he created them (Genesis 1:27).”

DISCONCERTING REALITY OF HUMAN LIFE:


Even with such a noble identity many of us struggle with low self-esteem, shame and guilt. Life is summed up as the perennial half empty glass. Some never get past a pessimistic assessment of their lives because they are so trapped in their mistakes and failures. Others have wandered through the wilderness of addictions and degradation. The question of our identity is a complex one, as it is multi-layered. As we go through life, we realize that our families and genes have shaped our identity in significant ways. At the same time, we have been able to alter our characters in meaningful ways through gaining experience and wisdom, thus replacing some of our maladjusted habits with life-enhancing attitudes. Trends and influences around us play an important role in shaping and grounding our identity.  We absorb the positive influences of mentors and friends when we open ourselves to their wisdom and effective lifestyle. By the same token our chances of assuming bad habits are high when we surround ourselves with negative and harmful influences.


It is only on a true understanding of our nature that God’s continued providence and grace can build. It is encouraging when we meet a person who believes with every fiber of their being that he or she has been created in God’s image and likeness and lives in joy and hope. The psalmist is one such person who is subdued into wonder and gratitude as he tries to appreciate the mystery of our being in Psalm 8: “What are humans that you are mindful of them, mere mortals that you care for them? Yet you have made them little less than a god, crowned them with glory and honor (verses 5-6).” In psalm 139 the psalmist continues to express great awe and gratitude at the way we have been created by God: “How weighty are your designs, O God; how vast the sum of them! Were I to recount them, they would outnumber the sands: did I reach the end of them, I should still be with you (verses 17-18).” Whatever our assessments of who we are, or even what others think of us, in our essence we belong to God’s own family and lineage. Our destiny is a noble one because it has originated in the heart of God.

GOD IS ABBA:


In Chapter 6 of Matthew’s gospel, in teaching his disciples how to pray Jesus asks them and us to address God as “Father.”  “Abba” is a word similar to words in other languages that infants use to address their parents when they are beginning to utter intelligible sounds. Given the nature of the infant such names or terms are easy to pronounce. They are names that are also life lines for the toddler. At one year of age an infant has no choice except to depend totally on its parents. Given its helplessness to fend for itself it has no other option. When this fundamental trust in its parents is reverenced, an infant grows up healthy and secure. When parents abuse this sacred trust society deals with the consequences of abuse and neglect. In the prayer Jesus taught us, he is asking us as adults to put on the mind and heart of an infant and address God with total confidence and trust, believing that no other option would be in our best interests. In a very real sense Jesus is asking us to trust his Father completely even though our ability to trust others might have been marred because of our own suffering and sin.  


As Michael Fonseca in his book, “Living in God’s Embrace” says, “The seeker who calls on God as Abba with trust and conviction soon realizes that being God’s child is at the core of his or her reality. And such a truth sets us free. In other words, God’s way of understanding us is very different from the way we understand ourselves. True spiritual and psychological health and freedom begin only when we learn to look at and understand ourselves through God’s eyes and thoughts. As Isaiah says in chapter 55:8: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.”

GOD’S PLAN OF SALVATION:


A reading of Ephesians 1:3-10 provides an inkling of God’s dynamic love for us. To the human mind, God’s commitment to us is utterly incomprehensible. More than we can ever imagine or conceive, God knows and abhors the reality of sin. God also knows how enslaved humankind has been to the treachery and deceit of Satan and sin. In spite of or maybe it is more appropriate to say, because of our sinfulness, God holds on to the bold and enthusiastic decision made from all eternity that we would be the divine image and likeness. And in his letter to the Ephesians, Paul spells out what this means when he says, “Praised be the God and Father or our Lord Jesus Christ who has bestowed on us in Christ every spiritual blessing in the heavens! God chose us in him before the world began, to be holy and blameless in his sight, to be full of love”   

It is incomprehensible to the human mind that God would desire holiness, blamelessness, and full love from each of us. Only God is holy by essence. To be holy is to be totally other than. That is why God is mystery. God wants to transform us so that we will know that we are other than who we think we are. Similarly only God is blameless. God desires that we too become blameless. In other words God will forgive us all our sins and help us live transformed lives of service and love, the opposite fruits of sin. Lastly, only God is full of love. God desires that we too be full of love, that we forgive and let go of all hatred, anger, resentment, and anything that soils our spirits so that we can be a pleasing offering in God’s sight. And this transformation has been made possible through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. He has washed us clean and brought us into the bosom of the Father where God desires that we live our lives. 
HELPFUL ATTITUDES  FOR  PRAYER:

· It is important to understand that God decided to make you extraordinary by human standards. You have been made God own son/daughter through Jesus Christ. 

· Being God’s child is your privilege and destiny. This identity should produce profound gratitude and humility. 

· If ever your divine heritage becomes a source of pride and elitism, you have committed the sin of idolatry, making a possession and idol out of God’s gift to you.

· Jesus says that he and the Father are one. The best way to understand and appreciate Abba’s tenderness towards us is by examining the life of Jesus. 
· Our transformation into sons and daughters of the Living God has been made possible through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. He has washed us clean and brought us into the bosom of the Father where God desires that we live our lives. 

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, “Have I taken the time to appreciate and thank God for His vision and plan of salvation?” 

· 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:

Isaiah 65: 17-25: The World Renewed

Jeremiah 31:31-34: The New Covenant

Ezekiel 36:24-32: Regeneration of the People

Ephesians 1: 1-10: The Father’s Plan of Salvation

Ephesians 2: 1-10: The Generosity of God’s Plan

Colossians 1: 15-23: Fullness and Reconciliation

John 3: 11-21: Salvation through Christ

John 13: 1-17: The Washing of the Feet

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. You can choose to read a few chapters daily, with the goal of completing its reading during the retreat. 

· 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.

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

Loving in the Master’s Footsteps

Chapter Two: God’s Dream – Refreshed and Restored
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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