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One of the things Jesus did was pray, talk with God,
especially before big decisions: what he should do, and
when; and which disciples he should choose as the
twelve; and so on.  (Lk 5:16; 6:12)

And he taught his disciples how to pray too, seeing
God not as a stern Judge but more as a Father – a
perfect, loving, heavenly Father.

So if we’re to be shaped by Jesus, or become like
him, we’ll want to pray too.  It’s vital for our progress as
followers of Jesus, but it’s also a wonderful privilege: to
be able to; to be allowed to; to be granted access to
God with our requests – actually invited and welcomed,
right inside the control room of the cosmos!  (Heb 4:16)

And we have the absolute guarantee of being
listened to, and of our requests being acted upon.
That’s the promise, though just how and when he
answers is up to him.

We have to be trustingly patient, and also
searchingly alert, for in his steadfast love for us and the
world he always answers but usually in much bigger and
better ways than we ever imagine.

It’s not just requests, of course, important though
they are.  There’s saying sorry, which we all have to do
sometimes; and we always can – and he wipes the slate
clean.

We have so much to praise and thank him for: his
astounding creation and his equally amazing care for us
throughout our lives.  Who wouldn’t want to pray, for
heaven’s sake?

Today we’re going to think about prayer and finding
our way, and we’ll do that with the aid of a picture.
Have a good look at this one.

A group of anglers in a broad river, with great forests
sweeping up to a distant hill.  There is some variety in
the trees: broadleaves low down, and another patch of
them further up on the left.  I wonder what they would
be – oak and sycamore, with scattered birch, and
possibly some scrubby willows down by the water?  And
those look like beech leaves framing the picture on the
right.

The main conifer forest will be spruce, perhaps with
some pine, and the lighter patch, near the top, by the
hill could be larch.

Nice picture, if you like that sort of thing, but what
has it all to do with prayer?  Well, it’s that hill.
Mountains have an effect on me.  They induce a feeling
of humility: they’re so big and wild, and we’re so small
and vulnerable.  Do you feel that?

Humility is a good attitude for prayer: after all, we’re
approaching God Almighty.
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And mountains often seem to beckon.  They invite
you to climb them to admire the place and the view.  A
good view seems to lift our hearts.

I do have to say, hills get a lot steeper as you get
older, but even when you’re young and fit you have to
take care – watching your feet on rough terrain and
keeping an eye on the weather, as both can be
treacherous in the hills.

I suppose I’m a bit conscious of safety at the
moment because our son is involved with mountain
rescue, and I often hear of people getting lost or even
hurt because they go up hills too casually, as if it’s all a
walk in the park.

And the reason I mention this is that there are one
or two cautions in the Bible that we should treat God
with due reverence, even while he welcomes us in
prayer.  He’s God, and we’re only human.  So we
shouldn’t try to be too casual with him, even though he
is our familiar Father God. (Heb 10:31; 12:29)

Where do you go for prayer?  Do you seek out a
group of like-minded friends, like those anglers all
together?  Or do you prefer solitude?  Jesus seems
always to have prayed on his own, but the disciples
soon found it helpful to pray in a group, as well as
talking individually with God. (Lk 11:1-2; Ac 4:23ff)

But let’s imagine that Jesus is suggesting we go up
that hill to pray with him, as he once took three of his
disciples.
Well, to begin with it looks like you’d have to find a way
across the river, and then make your way through the
forest.  And getting through a forest can present
problems.  If there was a clear path, with signposts at
every junction, you could follow that.  But it’s not easy
getting through a forest with no tracks or guidance, and
keeping a sense of direction when you can’t see far
ahead, peer as you may, even if you have a map and
compass.  We have that phrase, don’t we, about not
being out of the woods yet, for when things are still
difficult or confusing.

Mind you, there’s probably an app for your
smartphone to tell you where you are and how to go,
but even if you had one it would need a signal, and
remote areas often don’t get one.

Which is not unlike making your way through hard
and confusing times as a Christian.  Sometimes with
new ventures there are no clear guidelines, and even if
you know your Bible well, it isn’t easy to see how to
apply it to your own circumstances – pray as you may –
though, like using a map and compass, it does get easier
with practice.

We’re promised help and guidance from the Holy
Spirit but, as with a smartphone app or satnav, we need
to get a signal, and the truth is we’re not always willing
to listen, or not closely enough, when we’re a bit
remote from God.

That’s one reason why we’re not supposed to go it
alone.  Jesus calls us into churches, so we have others to
help us in difficulties or confusion.  They may know the
way, or be able to help with tips, or be willing to walk
and pray with us, till we can see our way more clearly.
(Heb 10:25)

But look, lets just assume that one way or another
we get through those trees and reach the summit,
where all confusions cease.  As you gasp your way to
the top you can see where you are, and where
everything else is too, far into the distance.  You’ve got
a clear view.

We often talk about mountain top experiences – a
closeness to God, and a sense of his direction in our
lives.  And those times are wonderful.  You rest and feel
on course, drinking it all in as you pray, which is what
you came for. (Lk 9:28)

But then comes the task of getting back down again,
following that fresh insight or guidance in your life, or
project, or mission, or calling.  And that probably means
getting in among the trees again: a forest of fresh
confusions!

And there’s a further problem: making your way to
the top of a hill is easy – you just go up (as long as
you’re on the right hill).  But from the summit all ways
lead down, and we can get lost again in unfamiliar
territory if we go astray.  It’s easy to do, and it happens
all the time.  That’s why there are mountain rescue
teams.

More need for the map and compass, or smartphone
satnav!  And actually, you often get a better signal on
higher ground, just as we seem to be more open to God
following a mountain top experience. (Ex 34:29ff)

So let’s assume again that we get back down safely.
The anglers have one more lesson for us.

They could have been in a boat, floating down with
the river, as anglers often do.  But these ones are not;
they’re standing on terra firma.   In this picture they’re
in quite shallow water, but sometimes they wade
deeper into the river, up to their waists or even chests,
working for more promising results, feeling their way
cautiously with the aid of a staff, securely attached to
them so it can’t float away.  And there they stand, even
though the current may get quite strong.

And those two possibilities often face us: it’s  alright
to go with the flow sometimes, but other times we have
to stand firm and resist strong currents around us.  It
depends on what sort of fishing, or what the Lord is
calling us to do.

Prayer can help us discern which, and also give us
access to the help we need, especially if standing firm is
difficult.  We too can feel our way forward cautiously
into deeper water for the bigger catch, relying on the
the Bible as our staff, and perhaps keeping in touch with
others, as well as God, who can be called on if needed.
(Ps 23)


