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IT’S REALLY FUN TO BE HERE.

· [My relationship with the awesome Hillside Church.]
[PRAY.]
RYAN, THE PASTOR HERE, KNOWS THAT I HAVE SORT OF A QUIRKY STORY OF GROWING UP ATHEIST AND THEN HAVING AN ENCOUNTER WITH GOD.

· And he asked me to tell that story, which I’d love to do and then offer a few thoughts about things that helped me not just experience God, but really connect with God in what for me was a pretty profound and changing way.

· I have a vivid memory.

· In high school, as I’ll tell you more about in a minute, I’d started arguments with all of my religious friends.

· Many years later, I went to graduate school at a theological seminary and I got invited to speak at a meeting of a Christian group at a local college.

· When I arrived at the meeting, I had the happy experience of seeing one of my high school friends there.

· She’d worked for several years before going to college, so she was an undergrad when I was a grad student.

· And as I walked into the room, she said, “Dave Schmelzer!  Dave Schmelzer!  Of all the people I never ever ever thought would walk into a Christian group!”

· To which I said: “And there’s more.  I’m actually your speaker tonight.”

· So let me tell you a bit about how I got from where I started to that moment, in hopes that there might be some connection to your story at least at some points along the way.

MY PARENTS WEREN’T ESPECIALLY RELIGIOUS.

· [Etc.  My story.]
SO IT SEEMED TO ME THERE WAS THIS GOD WHO WAS TRYING TO MAKE CONTACT WITH ME.

· And I explored that in all sorts of ways.

· [Comparative religions, etc.]
· [Why, in the end, it seemed to me it had to be Jesus.]
BUT THEN MY IMMEDIATE QUESTION WAS WHAT TO MAKE OF THIS SENSE THAT THERE WAS A GOD WHO WAS EAGER TO CONNECT WITH ME.

· I was in strong need of some guidance.

AND THEN I FOUND MYSELF READING THROUGH THE PSALMS AND DISCOVERING THINGS LIKE PSALM 27.

Psalm 27:1-8 (TNIV)

 1 The LORD is my light and my salvation— 
   whom shall I fear? 
The LORD is the stronghold of my life— 
   of whom shall I be afraid? 

 2 When the wicked advance against me 
   to devour[a] me, 
it is my enemies and my foes 
   who will stumble and fall. 
3 Though an army besiege me, 
   my heart will not fear; 
though war break out against me, 
   even then I will be confident. 

 4 One thing I ask from the LORD, 
   this only do I seek: 
that I may dwell in the house of the LORD 
   all the days of my life, 
to gaze on the beauty of the LORD 
   and to seek him in his temple. 
5 For in the day of trouble 
   he will keep me safe in his dwelling; 
he will hide me in the shelter of his tabernacle 
   and set me high upon a rock. 

 6 Then my head will be exalted 
   above the enemies who surround me; 
at his tabernacle I will sacrifice with shouts of joy; 
   I will sing and make music to the LORD. 

 7 Hear my voice when I call, LORD; 
   be merciful to me and answer me. 
8 My heart says of you, “Seek his face!” 
   Your face, LORD, I will seek.”
· [Comment upon.]
AND I FELT ENCOURAGED AND HELPED.

· I wasn’t sure why.  

· But I started noticing this theme more and more.

· So, just a stone’s throw further down the Psalms, I felt myself similarly encouraged when I read the next scripture on your program.

Psalm 73:21-28 (TNIV)

When my heart was grieved 
   and my spirit embittered, 
22 I was senseless and ignorant; 
   I was a brute beast before you. 

 23 Yet I am always with you; 
   you hold me by my right hand. 
24 You guide me with your counsel, 
   and afterward you will take me into glory. 
25 Whom have I in heaven but you? 
   And earth has nothing I desire besides you. 
26 My flesh and my heart may fail, 
   but God is the strength of my heart 
   and my portion forever. 

 27 Those who are far from you will perish… 
28 But as for me, it is good to be near God. 

SO

· the Psalmist woke up to realize that God was in fact right there, holding his hand, doing his best to speak to him about the most important things to him (guiding him with His counsel).

· And he suddenly realized that living in that reality was the single most important thing in life.  How had he missed THE MOST IMPORTANT THING IN LIFE?

I STARTED SEEING THIS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT AS WELL.

· In John’s Gospel, we get this about what is the main thing we know about “Jesus’s sheep.”

John 10:27 (ESV)

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.

· [Sounds pretty immediate and relational.]
AND I FELT SO ENCOURAGED EVERY TIME I RAN ACROSS THESE SCRIPTURES.

· By this point in my life, I had massive unresolved questions.

· My whole future seemed very unsure.

· My parents were not at all happy with my career track.

· And I was increasingly realizing that I was not an especially happy person by nature—or because of past traumas.

· And all of that seemed so overwhelming.

· But suddenly, with the Psalms and the other scriptures, I felt as though I had a new set of marching orders.

MAYBE

· I could try to get to know God the way the Psalmist described, and the way Jesus described.

· I could try to learn more about how to hear Jesus’ voice, know him and follow him.

I HAD AN ALLY IN THIS.

· Some family friends had given me a copy of this book by this seventeenth-century French monk named Brother Lawrence called THE PRACTICE OF THE PRESENCE OF GOD.

· And, though I’d expected to be bored by the book, I’d really liked it and tried to do what it said.

THE INSIGHT FROM PSALM 27 AND PSALM 73 AND JOHN 10 

· is also Brother Lawrence’s insight

· And it seemed to me to offer wonder and connection in every moment, however hum-drum or profound or encouraging or difficult.

· As if it was very, very close to us, that all we had to do was turn and notice it and take it, and that it had to come from a source outside of us, from Jesus.

· As if our path there could only come through a kind of “continual conversation with God.”

· Brother Lawrence said that it had taken him 10 years of often-frustrating trying before he could pull off this “continual conversation,” but that, after that, it was really easy.

· And I was so motivated I thought: well, so be it.  I’ll give it ten years if need be.

· And it did take me a number of years.

· In the remainder of our time this morning, I’d like to chat about a few things you might notice about this conversation should you start having it, and then a few tips about what you might do to pull this off.

Some things you might discover about a “continual conversation with God.”

1. It offers a unique and powerful perspective and hope.

· One scripture that was meaningful to Brother Lawrence was 

1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 (TNIV)

 16 Rejoice always, 17 pray continually, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.
· Clearly for him the most meaningful part was the middle part: pray continually.

· But he saw that if you could pull that off, you’d get the other parts—joy and thanksgiving, moment by moment.

· And that often came for him through a sort of supernatural perspective and hope that came as he looked to Jesus moment to moment.

EARLIER THIS WEEK, RYAN AND I WERE THINKING ABOUT THE WRITING OF THIS GREAT NOVELIST, DAVID FOSTER WALLACE,
· And how he, in some ways, felt all meaning in life boiled down to being able to find a mystical, transcendent experience while you were in a long, poorly-run line at the supermarket.

· As if, if you can do that, you can find meaning anywhere.

· But Wallace became despairing trying to do this—he didn’t have the self-discipline; it just wasn’t humanly possible.

· And Brother Lawrence, who agreed with Wallace about where the meaning of life was to be found,
· Taught that only the actual God can give insight and meaning and joy to those moments in traffic and at the grocery store. 

Awhile back, I was praying about some friends of mine who I was feeling mildly bugged by.  

· And I ran a hypothesis by God about why I was so bugged.  
· And pretty much immediately I felt God responding, “Well, sure, but look at this from their point of view for a moment.”  

· And then he spun quite a plausible scenario about why perhaps they’d behaved in those ways that had bugged me that wouldn’t speak poorly about them at all, as if those behaviors were perfectly reasonable from their point of view.  
· It was super-helpful and insightful.  
· And, having said that to God, I did throw in a final question, saying, “But, nonetheless, from MY point of view, I’m still not getting from them what I wish I was.” 
· And God responded, also immediately, “Well, absolutely.  That’s a whole different question.”  And then we were off on a different tack for a moment, which was also totally helpful and validating.
2. It can take the pressure off—even as it feels provisional.

· There’s a sobering passage in the law of Moses that, if a person claims to be a prophet, his or her prophecies better in fact happen or you should kill them.

· So that seems a little pressurized.

· The New Testament model radically changes that to the point that, in 1 Corinthians 14 we’re encouraged that anyone who’s trying to follow God should want to prophesy,

· As if it’s only upside.

· I think Brother Lawrence and the passages we’ve looked at take that a step further by suggesting that we constantly talk with God and do whatever direction seems to come up there…even as it could, of course, be “wrong” in some sense.

· So you’ll hear people saying—as I hope I do—things like, “I was praying and God seemed to say…” rather than “Thus sayeth the Lord.”

ON THE UPSIDE,

· This takes a lot of the pressure off of our life.

· The first part of Psalm 27 talks about how God helps us not to be afraid.

· I’m often afraid.

· So much of my life seems so consequential, yet so out of my control.

· How my kids do, how our church does, how my life itself plays out...a good deal of that is out of my control.

· What this sort of conversation with God does is remind me that, yes, absolutely, a good deal of my life is out of my control, but I’m good friends with the God who DOES have a good deal of power over what will happen.

· God often talks me down, encourages me that whatever I’m afraid of will be fine, even if I can’t really anticipate what’s going to happen.

· And during my day, I often ask God, “Should I do x or should I do y?”  And whatever the first sense of an answer is, I go with that.

· A lot of my life has been shaped by that process, which, on the one hand, is alarming.

· We direct our life based on the first whim of a silent conversation with an invisible superbeing?

· And yet there’s a whole lot of precedent for this, with the Bible being the prime example.

· And it’s worked great for me so far—I ended up married to the person I’m married to because of this, for instance.

· There’s more to be said here about wisdom in receiving God’s guidance, of which this is only a part—a whole talk in the Seek course that I know this church runs is on that.

· But it’s a big part.

How can we get started in developing this “continual conversation with God?”

1. Consider reading The Practice of the Presence of God.

· As I said, many of us are reading him this leap of faith.

· And it’s because of this.

· So you could do what I did and take any inspiration from him that helps you develop your own continual conversation with God.

· I remember being so shocked by and encouraged by both how rigorous Brother Lawrence was in confessing his sins each day

· And how lenient God was with him once he did.

· I’m remembering Brother Lawrence saying that he’d close by saying to God that, without God’s help, ALL he’d do was sin, and then he’d forget about his sins and never remember them again.

· And so I started trying to confess my sins each day.

· So, whatever strikes you from Brother Lawrence, if you’re reading him—give that a try.

2. Refer back to God as much as you can pull off during your day.

· That’s the heart of this.  In as many moments as possible, we turn our attention to God and check in with how he’s doing.

·  4 One thing I ask from the LORD, 
   this only do I seek: 
that I may dwell in the house of the LORD 
   all the days of my life, 
to gaze on the beauty of the LORD 
   and to seek him in his temple. 
· As often as we can remember to do during our days, it’s as if we walk into the temple and gaze upon the beauty of the Lord.

· And we let him know whatever’s on our minds or hearts and we take a moment to listen to what’s on his heart to say back to us.

· And we get back to whatever task was in front of us.

3. We invite Jesus to fill this moment with himself.

· 25 Whom have I in heaven but you? 
   And earth has nothing I desire besides you. 
That each moment, however mundane, would be filled with wonder.

· It seems to me we can ask for that moment by moment by the one who can pull that off.
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