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Preface

In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and in
trust shall be your strength. But you refused.
ISAIAH 30:15

These words were written probably in the late eighth century BC. At
that time, we find the people of Judah under attack from Assyria.
In the face of this attack and their obvious vulnerability, they
are looking to Egypt for help. In place of seeking and trusting the
wisdom of God, they are devising their own plans without reference
to God. They are looking for the ‘protection of Pharaoh’. In a crisis,
it is always tempting, and perhaps even our default mode, to do
the same: to look for solutions without seeking first the wisdom of
God. We might do so because ‘realism dictates...” or ‘experience
suggests... or because we think we know best. Any such rationale
reveals that we do not have the faith truly to listen to and trust God.
Then, when we have made our plans without reference to God, we
ask God to bless them.

One of the wonderful things about the Christian faith is that it is all
about starting again. It is not just about the first time we turned to
Christ, however pivotal and decisive that was in our life’s journey. It
is about starting again each day. Jesus calls us to take up our cross
each day and to follow him. Anthony the Great began each day with
the words ‘Today, | begin again.’ This book is about starting again.
But this starting again is not just once in prayer at the beginning
of each day. It is about the continual movement of turning and
returning to God. Francis de Sales wrote to his spiritual directee,
‘Offer your whole soul, a thousand times a day to him.” It is about
turning to God, as the sunflower continually turns its face to the sun,
to the light which is the source of its life and growth.
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One of my great friends, when | was in my 20s and she in her 80s, was
Dr Elsie Briggs. She was one of the pioneers of the Julian Groups,
which meet for contemplative prayer. Her home is now a retreat
centre in Westbury-on-Trym. She was a person of considerable
intellect and a voracious reader. Those of us who knew her well
would often hear her say to herself (but out loud!), ‘Elsie, read less,
ponder more.” There is something important about letting God speak
to our hearts. Luke tells us that Mary ‘treasured all these words and
pondered them in her heart’ (2:19).

In what follows, opportunities are given in each chapter to pause
and, in that space, first to ponder and then to pray. These times of
quiet reflection and giving space to God are intrinsic to the purposes
of this book. | am mindful of St Paisios of Athos, who warned those
who came to him of the danger of rushing through spiritual books as
if this were some kind of accomplishment. He advised rather that it
is better to ponder and apply one small sentence of God’s word than
to read many books about it.

2

When we give ourselves to God in the measure that he desires,
he will know how to bestow us on others, or if he chooses, keep
us for himself.

St Basil of Caesarea

John Stroyan
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Moses in Front of the Burning Bush (Loca sancta icon)

Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which
you are standing is holy ground.
EXODUS 3:5
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Turning aside: to look and to see

Be silent, all people, before the Lord.
ZECHARIAH 2:13

Never be rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be quick to
utter a word before God, for God is in heaven, and you upon
earth; therefore let your words be few.

ECCLESIASTES 5:2

Silence is a mystery of the age to come, but words are
instruments of this world.
Stlsaac the Syrianl

The first-century writer and bishop, Ignatius of Antioch wrote, ‘It is
better to be silent and to be than to make fluent professions and not
to be.? These ancient words remind us that there is so much noise,
both literally and metaphorically, around us and within us, that we
find it hard ‘to be silent and to be’. We find it hard to ‘be still and
know’ the presence of God (Psalm 46:10). So often we find ourselves
caught up in other priorities. Evelyn Underhill, Anglican mystic and
teacher, wrote in 1936 that we spend our lives ‘conjugating three
verbs: to Want, to Have and to Do’. Such desires and activities, she
concludes, keep us in ‘perpetual unrest; forgetting that none of these
verbs have any ultimate significance, except in so far as they are
transcended by and included in the fundamental verb to Be’3

But what does it mean to be? In an age that has rediscovered
mindfulness, which actually has ancient Christian roots, it means to be
present, to be present in the present moment to what is. This means,
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to the Christian, being present to the one who is: that is, to God. In
Orthodox iconography, in the icon of Christ, Pantocrator, around his face
are the words 6 0 v, ‘The one who is’ (Revelation 1:8). The very name of
God, spoken to Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3), ‘l am who | am’,
means the ‘one who is’. So to be present is to be present to the one who
is always present to us but to whom we - in our preoccupations - are
so rarely present ourselves. In his Confessions, Augustine of Hippo put
it simply. Addressing God about his early life before he came to faith,
he writes, ‘You were with me but | was not with you.* In a similar vein,
the German Christian mystic Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) writes, ‘God is
near us, but we are far from him; God is within, we are without; God is at
home but we are in a far country®

God is with us, but so often we are not alert or attentive to his
presence.

Being, though, is not simply about being attentive to the presence
of God. It is also, by the same token, about being attentive to what
is going on around us and within us. It is about living in the present
moment or, in the words of the poet R.S. Thomas, ‘not hurrying on
to a receding future nor hankering after an imagined past’® As the
scriptures remind us, it is about the immediacy of ‘today’ and ‘now’, as
in, for example, the words of the psalmist, later echoed in the letter to
the Hebrews, ‘Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts’
(Hebrews 4:7; see Psalm 95:7-8). The apostle Paul also recognises
the urgency of an immediate response to the word and presence
of God: ‘It is now the moment for you to wake from sleep’ (Romans
13:11); ‘Now is the acceptable time... now is the day of salvation’
(2 Corinthians 6:2). How often do we prevaricate in our relationship
with God? Our minds prefer to engage with the past or the future and
resist the present moment. The scriptures, however, make it clear
that the time to respond to God is always now, this moment.

So how alert are we at any given moment to what is going on
around us or within us? How attentive are we actually to whatever
or whomever is in front of us? What about right now, at this very



Turning aside: to look and to see 15

moment of reading these words? We’ve all had the experience of
reading a page and realising that we haven’t taken any of it in! Our
minds have been elsewhere; there are so many diverting distractions
both within us and around us. The distracting thoughts inside us
have been described by the 19th-century Russian saint Theophan
the Recluse as like flies buzzing around on a summer’s evening.” But
it is not only the thoughts and voices within us that clamour for and
claim our attention; there are also plenty of external distractions.
Some of these we choose to be distracted by. A wonderful example
of a typically contemporary distraction is a Banksy mural in Bristol
depicting a young couple. Though embracing each other, the entire
attention of each of them is focused on the mobile phone each is
holding behind their loved one’s head! It epitomises the diffusion of
attention that seems to have a grip on most of us.

By way of contrast, an example of concentrated attention can be
seen in Stanley Spencer’s depiction of a somewhat chubby, bearded
but childlike Christ. He is on all fours gazing in rapt attention at some
daisies on the ground. It is entitled Christ in the Wilderness: Consider
the lilies.

Christ in the Wilderness: Consider the lilies (Stanley Spencer)
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Have we lost that childlike ability to notice, admire and wonder
at God’s creation around us? We might ask, with the poet William
Davies:

What is this life if, full of care,
We have no time to stand and stare?®

Vincent van Gogh, whose art was full of extraordinary attentiveness
to the glory of God in and through creation, as we see, for example,
in his paintings of sunflowers and irises, writes to his brother Theo,
‘We must admire more. Most people do not admire enough.”®

I must turn aside and look... and see.
EXODUS 3:3

Being is also about looking, attending and seeing. Moses turns aside
and looks, and sees. He sees a bush aflame with the fire of the glory
of God. God tells him to take off his sandals, for the ground on which
heis standing is holy. Moses’ eyes are opened to see the glory of God
in and through God’s creation in that particular place (believed to be
the site of St Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai desert) and at that
particular time. God’s words to Moses are particular to him too: ‘l am
the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob’ (Exodus 3:6). The universal love of God revealed in and
through Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is at the same time for each one
of us personally - as particular and unique children of God.

Moreover, the God who meets us personally at a particular time and
in a particular place is also the God who is with us at all times and
in all places. Holy ground is not simply the ground of God’s past
encounters with particular people in particular places, the kinds
of places to which we go on pilgrimage; it is the ground on which
we are actually standing, wherever we are. Poets, inspired by the
story of the burning bush, have recognised this. ‘Earth’s crammed
with heaven,’ writes Elizabeth Barrett Browning, ‘but only he who
sees takes off his shoes.”® In ‘The Bright Field’, R.S. Thomas captures
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something of these moments of transcendence glimpsed in and
through God’s creation:

Itis the turning

aside like Moses, to the miracle

of the lit bush, to a brightness

that seemed as transitory as your youth,
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.*t

In similar vein, Gerard Manley Hopkins writes, ‘The world is charged
with the grandeur of God, it will flame out, like shining from shook
foil’12 As is said or sung in the great prayer of thanksgiving in the
Eucharist, ‘Heaven and earth are full of your glory.

When | came back from co-leading a silent retreat in the Sinai desert,
my boots were covered in sand. Perhaps childishly, | didn’t clean
them for some time, reflecting as | did that some of the grains of sand
on my boots might have been the actual sand on which Moses stood,
barefoot, and that gave me pause for thought. | thought it might be
good to hold up one of these boots in a sermon as a prompt to help
us to reflect on God’s encounter with Moses at the burning bush. In
the event, | did hold up one of those boots covered in Sinai sand, but
I also held up one of my welly boots, caked in Warwickshire mud.
The holy ground of God is the ground on which we stand, whoever
we are and wherever we are. Just as we don’t have to be or try to be
someone other than we actually are for God to love us, so we don’t
have to be somewhere else for God to meet us. On this latter point,
Esther de Waal, reflecting on the Benedictine vow of stability, writes,
‘The reason for stability? God is not elsewhere.3

The Orthodox daily prayer begins: ‘Heavenly king, Comforter, Spirit
of truth who is everywhere and fills all things... come. Perhaps even
more importantly, the holy ground of God is that which is deep and
ineradicably within each of us, made as we are in the image of God.
It is where God in his love and grace chooses to come and live. Jesus
says, ‘Make your home in me just as | do in you’ (John 15:4, MSG).
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Pause to ponder

When we ponder, we need to slow down. We cannot ponder in a
hurry. So we might just want to pause, breathe a bit more deeply
and then, prayerfully, to seek what God might be wanting to say to
us through the words we are reading or in the silence. It is better to
stay with one phrase, sentence or scripture and to spend time on this
than to move on quickly in the mistaken belief that the more we get
through, the more we will accomplish. In pondering, less is more.

Be still, and know that I am God!
PSALM 46:10

Itis impossible for muddy water to grow clear if it is constantly
being stirred up.

Neilus of Ankaral*

The place which Jesus takes in our soul he will never vacate,
for in us is his home of homes and it is the greatest delight for
him to dwell there.

Mother Julian of Norwich®®

Pause for prayer

Remember, | am with you always, to the end of the age.
MATTHEW 28:20

Leave the past to the infinite mercy of God, the future to his
good providence; give the present wholly to his love.

Jean-Pierre de Caussade™®

Let us now be still in the presence of God and ask the Holy Spirit to
help us to be aware of the presence of God within us and around us.
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