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Pentecost 14

This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those | carried into exile
from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat
what they produce. ¢ Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons
and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters.
Increase in number there; do not decrease. 7 Also, seek the peace and prosperity of
the city to which | have carried you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it
prospers, you too will prosper.” 8 Yes, this is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel,
says: “Do not let the prophets and diviners among you deceive you. Do not listen to
the dreams you encourage them to have. 2 They are prophesying lies to you in my
name. | have not sent them,” declares the LORD.

10 This is what the LORD says: “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, | will
come to you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place. 11 For | know
the plans | have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm
you, plans to give you hope and a future. 12 Then you will call on me and come and
pray to me, and | will listen to you. 13 You will seek me and find me when you seek me
with all your heart. 14| will be found by you,” declares the LORD, “and will bring you
back from captivity.l! | will gather you from all the nations and places where | have
banished you,” declares the LORD, “and will bring you back to the place from which |
carried you into exile.”

Michael Luenig: The Prayer Tree

Dear God, we pray for another way of
being, another way of knowing.

Across the difficult terrain of our existence
we have attempted to build a highway and
in so doing have lost our footpath. God

lead us to our footpath: Lead us there
where in simplicity we may move at the
speed of natural creatures and feel the
earth’s love beneath our feet. Lead us
there where step-by-step we may feel the
the movement of creation in our hearts. And


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jeremiah%252029&version=NIV#fen-NIV-19650b

lead us there where side-by-side we may feel
the embrace of the common soul. Nothing
can be loved at speed.

God lead us to the slow path; the joyous
insights of the pilgrim; another way of
knowing; another way of being.

Amen.

Week 3: The Slow Path

Tonight is the final reflection in this series; What does it mean to live in the kingdom of
God Now?

Let’s just recap our explorations thus far. In Week 1 we reflected on love and fear.
With help from fellow pilgrims, we uncovered some wisdom. Ettie Hillesum reminded
us to defend the place of God in our hearts, Naima demonstrated the cultivation of

inner freedom and Stan Grant’s words expressed a quality of open-heartedness.

Last week we reflected on the invitation from Leunig to find our way by feeling and we

considered that, what is needed now, is the way of the heart.

Tonight we are going to look at the slow path. Anything “slow” is counter-cultural these
days, like the slow food movement which promotes quality over quantity, savouring the
present moment, and fostering connections with people and the environment. These
are all desirable qualities although for many with full lives a quick takeaway now and

then gives them a breathing space. The slow path, however, is more than this.

Let’'s see what light the scripture passage can throw on this. Jeremiah has delivered
some very bad news to the exiles who had been taken to Babylon by King
Nebuchadnezzar. Prior to this, another prophet Hananiah, had prophesied that
Babylon’s yoke would be crushed and that the exiles would return home within two
years. Of course this is what the exiles wanted to hear. Two years is not so long...
However, it was completely unrealistic. Then Jeremiah comes along and says that

God has sent them into exile and it will be for at least 70 years.

Not only that but Jeremiah says that they are to settle into this new place, marry into
the local community and seek the prosperity of that community. Become fully

integrated into their place of exile. Jeremiah then says; “For | know the plans | have



for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give

you hope and a future.”

Just imagine being the people who have just gone into exile as they hear this.

“What plans do you have for us God, we’re going to die here.

What’s more our descendants in 70 years’time, will be so inter-married and so
invested in the local culture and environment that they won’t want to return home even
if they could.

This doesn’t seem like a very good plan God. We can'’t see how this will work out”

When we take the slow path, we invest in something where we may never see the end
results or even imagine what they might look like. We have to trust the bit of the path
that we can see in front of us and follow that. That's what the exiles are being asked to
do. This reminds me of a prayer popularised by Archbishop Oscar Romero, a martyred
bishop from El Salvador.

It helps, now and then, to step back and take the long view.

The kingdom is not only beyond our efforts, it is beyond our vision. . . .

This is what we are about: We plant seeds that one day will grow.

We water seeds already planted, knowing that they hold future promise.

We lay foundations that will need further development.

We provide yeast that produces effects beyond our capabilities.

We cannot do everything and there is a sense of liberation in realizing that.

This enables us to do something, and to do it well.

It may be incomplete, but it is a beginning, a step along the way, an opportunity

for God's grace to enter and to do the rest.

We may never see the end results, but that is the difference between the

master builder and the worker.

We are workers, not master builders, ministers, not messiahs.

We are prophets of a future not our own.?

The people who went into exile were being asked to begin something that others

would bring to fulfillment. Taking the slow path means that we can’t always see the

T The prayer, "Prophets of a Future Not Our Own," was written by Ken Untener in 1979, but is
commonly known as "Oscar Romero's Prayer":



end, only as far as the next bend in the road. We are part of something bigger than

ourselves and our individual lives.

And so we come to Leunig’s prayer which I'd like to savour slowly. He begins with;

Dear God, we pray for another way of
being, another way of knowing.

Isn’t that what we have been exploring over these weeks? Another way of being and
knowing. We already have some clues and now a disposition is being revealed to us,
another way. First of all, we are being shown what not to do.

Across the difficult terrain of our existence
we have attempted to build a highway and
in so doing have lost our footpath.

Leunig is suggesting that this isn’t easy, life can be hard and demand a lot of us. It
would be so much easier to just skim over the top of it. Consider the exiles in
Jeremiah, they could last for two years, they could hold onto their memories of home,
they could keep their rituals intact. | can almost hear them saying we just need to hold
out and we’ll be back there. Life will be back to normal again. We don’t have to enter

into this difficult reality of exile.

In our day there is a temptation to think, all we need is a change at the top and we can
stop the current craziness in the world. We can “get back to normal”’. However, the
underlying shifts taking place in our world won'’t be stopped so easily. We must live in

and through them.

In my work as a spiritual director, we have another phrase for this. It's called process-
skipping. The picture that Leunig paints here is a perfect image for process skipping.
We don’t have to enter the difficult and messy places of our lives, we can just build a
highway over the top of it all and zoom by. This highway can take many forms; getting
busy, distractions, numbing out, constant doing and even some forms of prayer.
Anything that enables us to skip the process of entering into the messiness or pain or
boredom of our lives and staying there long enough to glean it's wisdom and discover

God more deeply.

So Leunig implores God:

God, lead us to our footpath: Lead us there
where in simplicity we may move at the
speed of natural creatures and feel the



earth’s love beneath our feet. Lead us
there where step-by-step we may feel the
movement of creation in our hearts.

If you would like to experience moving at the speed of natural creatures, I'll lend you
my dog Frankie to take for a walk. The pace is determined by his dedicated attention
to every tree and lamppost, leaving a message for the next dog that passes and
moving on to sniff the grass in between. It gives me time to gaze at the white magnolia

flowers opening against the bright blue sky.

Leunig is describing a way of being in the world that is cognisant of our place in it. We
are part of the natural order of things. We breathe in oxygen, we need to eat and drink
daily, we follow a rhythm of waking and sleeping and so on. We too are creatures, we
can “feel the earth’s love beneath our feet” and the “movement of creation in our
hearts” because we are part of it. It's here we can learn so much from indigenous
cultures who have not lost this connection with the earth. We are urged to discover our
creatureliness and reawaken our sensibility to what John O’Donohue calls “the eros of
the earth”.2

Leunig goes on;

And, lead us there where side-by-side we may feel
the embrace of the common soul. Nothing
can be loved at speed.

We are not only being urged to remember our creatureliness but also to embrace our
humanity. St Irenaeus, a second century theologian said, “The glory of God is a
human being fully alive.” We have got to a point in our current world where actually
being human with all its frailties and vulnerabilities as well as its glory, is at risk. My
sense is to be human is to make a stand for God and to stand with the common soul.
This involves taking time with people, and opening ourselves to others, to be
vulnerable — to embrace and be embraced as Joan Chittister reminded us last week. |
love that line “Nothing can be loved at speed”. Friendship, collegiality, marriage,
family, neighbourliness even pets need the investment of time for love to grow and
flourish.

Finally we come to the final stanza;

2 John O’'Donohue, Anam Cara, A Book of Celtic Wisdom. New York: HarperCollins; Cliff Street Books, 1997, 106



God lead us to the slow path; the joyous
insights of the pilgrim; another way of
knowing; another way of being.

We are back where we began. Another way of knowing; another way of being and it is
found along the slow path, the pilgrim path, the path made by walking. This path that
winds through the reality of our lives as they are right now, with the hopes and desires,
the unanswered questions, the pain and the loss, the pleasure and joy. On the slow

path we enter fully into life each day, we live the life we have been given.

Returning to our question; “What does it mean to live in the Kingdom of God Now?”, |
suggest there is an invitation to step onto the slow path. This includes being awake
and savouring the present moment, trusting in the way that opens to us even when we
don’t fully understand and can’t even imagine what the end might be, remembering
our creatureliness and embracing our humanity. Lastly to enter deeply into our own
lives and the life of the world, moving through both darkness and light until the deeper

wisdom is disclosed. This is a slow work requiring courage and trust.

| finish with a prayer of Teilhard de Chardin who wrote these words in 1915 as a young
soldier in a letter from the WWI front.

Above all, trust in the slow work of God.

We are quite naturally impatient in everything to reach the end without delay.
We should like to skip the intermediate stages.

We are impatient of being on the way to something unknown, something new.

And yet it is the law of all progress
that it is made by passing through some stages of instability—
and that it may take a very long time.

And so | think it is with you;

your ideas mature gradually—let them grow,

let them shape themselves, without undue haste.

Don’t try to force them on,

as though you could be today what time

(that is to say, grace and circumstances acting on your own good will)
will make of you tomorrow.

Only God could say what this new spirit
gradually forming within you will be.

Give Our Lord the benefit of believing
that his hand is leading you,

and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself
in suspense and incomplete.



Trust in the slow work of God.
Amen.3

3 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, SJ excerpted from Hearts on Fire


https://store.loyolapress.com/hearts-on-fire-praying-with-jesuits?utm_source=ignsp&utm_medium=blog&utm_campaign=bklst

