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Prayer as a moment of truth
Acts 9:1-19 and Ps. 32

The mystery of God is indescribable.  But if we are going to talk about God, we need to try and be descriptive.  So humans talk about God with human attributes.  But deep down we know that our description of God is merely a shorthand way of talking about something that cannot be defined.

So while we may talk about the hands of God and the voice of God, we know that there is no physical divine hand nor a physical divine voice.  As the body of Christ, we are the hands and our work is product.  And the voice of God is the inaudible pulling and leading of the divine Spirit.

Likewise, when we give God human emotional attributes, we must remember that God does not “feel” or “emote” like we do.  To say that God loves or God is angry is our way of projecting some form of human understanding for our difficulties or pleasures.

This is not new.  Using human attributes to describe God goes back thousands of years--we see it in the Old Testament--and we recognize its limitations.  When the Old Testament describes the creation of humankind in the image of God, it is not referencing a God who has human physical attributes, but it is referencing that special something we call the “soul” that differentiates us from other animals.  It is in “soul” that we mirror the divine, not our bodies.

In the Old Testament we see a description of God emerge that reflects the jealousy and power of human kings and leaders of that time.  Just as kings demanded appeasement for any infringement of their territory and power, so was God a jealous God who demanded appeasement for infringements.  This is seen in stories like Abraham willing to sacrifice Isaac who is later spared when God deems the sacrifice of an animal to be sufficient.  Sacrifice became institutionalized in the temple.  In the Old Testament, to worship was to sacrifice.

This continued into the time of Jesus.  Temple officials selling animals for sacrifice were the merchants disrupted by Jesus during Holy Week.  But in Jesus, Christians have seen a different side of God revealed.  In Christ, Christians do not see a God that demands appeasement but a God that is anxious to share love and blessing.  Therefore, God is described as a loving, caring Father figure.  This understanding of God has been adopted by Judaism.  No longer is sacrifice part of worship at synagogues and temples.

We need these understandings to help us talk about God.  But all the time we use these descriptions, we must remember that God is not limited by them.  We must not let these attempts of expressing God become barriers in our relationship with God.  God has no limitations.  Prayer is communication and is authentic when both parties to the conversation are honest.  Placing barriers on God is dishonest.  God is not limited by our understandings of what it means to be God.  That is the lesson of Saul and Ananias.

God has no limits.  That also means that God does not need to hear a litany of all the things we have done; God knows and is not surprised.  Rather, honesty is opening ourselves up.  Honesty is a state of mind that we must have before any authentic conversation with God can take place.  It doesn’t require groveling and it does not require apologizing.  Just recognition.

Psalm 32, a ritual song used in worship, affirms this truth.  No where in this psalm does the Psalmist ask God for forgiveness; rather sin is simply acknowledged--individually and communally.  The result is the experience of forgiveness.

Being honest is difficult.  It can be painful.  It recognizes that sin is not defined by what we have done or not done but by the separation we have created from God.  Honesty leaves us vulnerable but only in that vulnerability is God able to respond and communicate with us.  And eventually that pain is transformed into joy.

To be in relationship with God is to allow God to lead us and guide us.  To “hear” the voice of God leading us means that we must be open and vulnerable.  Communication begins with honest prayer.  Opening ourselves up, being honest, is how we begin.  And as the Psalmist indicates, the beginnings of prayer does not ask anything of God, not even forgiveness.

Only after establishing that honesty, only after experiencing the “steadfast love that surrounds those who trust in the Lord,” (Ps 32:10) dare we move toward intercession.

So this morning, let us begin to establish that honesty in prayer, a moment of truth.  We begin with a communal confession and will follow it with silence while we acknowledge our individual sin that creates distance from God; barriers to open communication.


