PRAYER: when busy or under stress. Eph 2: 4-10; Lk 10:38-42 13 Aug 17 0800 HC & 1000 Celtic

I’m taking a specific text today, in addition to the Epistle and Gospel. The text is Psalm
31:14 – “My times are in your hands” and my subject today is prayer when busy and under
stress. I’m not sure why I so often get to preach to myself though!
I recently received a circular in which the lead article was titled: “May I never become “too
busy” to pray.” In it the author recalled two sayings attributed to Martin Luther: “I have so
much to do today that I’m going to need to spend three hours in prayer…” And “To be a
Christian without prayer is no more possible than to be alive without breathing!” Oh dear –
we’re off to a bad start already! I can feel the tension building! Surely we can’t all be like
Mary – Martha had to be right – the meal had to be prepared and the dishes washed
afterwards! ”Sitting still Lord to, just, well, listen? I’m not sure I could even fit in five
minutes for that right now!” I know THAT feeling!
Excessive busyness is one major cause of stress today and, from Martin Luther’s experience,
it’s not just a modern phenomenon. There are other many causes of stress too which I can’t
cover today. However my experience, limited though it is, is that similar prayer techniques
are relevant in each case.
The reason I chose the Psalm text is that someone showed it to me at a time of great stress
and busyness. It was such an excellent reminder that I am not always in control, but God is,
that I have remembered it ever since, and I often go back to it when there is more diary
than time. It focusses me on God again and restores my perspective on where reality truly
lies, and it’s not in my busyness! The point is, that verse became an anchor for me which,
when I remember it, helps stop me sliding back into complete despair and feelings of being
overwhelmed: MY times are in GOD’s hands. Try Psalm 13 too.
There’s a similar sentiment about restoring our focus on God in our epistle. Paul tells us
God has raised us up and seated us with Christ in the heavenly realms. In the first chapter
of his marvellous little book on Ephesians “Sit, Walk, Stand”, Watchman Nee wrote on this
passage, reminding us that we work OUT OF a place of rest, sitting down in Christ; we don’t
work to GET TO a place of ultimate rest by working harder. That may seem a bit backward
but it’s the way round that God has designed us. I recall well a speaker at my university
Christian Union who spoke on this passage. He said “Look down! You’re seated in heavenly
places!” When we’re busy we find it hard to look beyond the immediate issues. But when
we look down from heavenly places, which are above all our concerns and busyness, we can
remember there are things beyond us and we can draw on the Lord’s provision for our lives.
Remembering and repeating verses like these can become a form of prayer as we remind
the Lord, and ourselves, of what he has promised us. Sometimes it’s a desperate prayer, but
prayer it still is. So when you read the Bible, or listen to it Church, if there’s a verse that
really strikes you, hang onto it, find it in your own Bible and learn it. You never know when
it may become a life-line for you. Philippians 4:4-9 is also a passage I’ve used recently.
Find other things to help you pray too. As I was writing this, again with too many things to
do, I was listening to some gentle, sacred medieval music. Although I generally find I can’t
work to music there are times it helps me to calm my mind and take it off the other
concerns that keep pressing in while I’m trying to concentrate. If you like, music helps me
pray in my sub-conscious while my active mind needs to be elsewhere. Thus God is involved
in my activity, both consciously and subconsciously. Now, Nicky-Sue finds music a

distraction under such circumstances, so you need to find things that work for you. But find
them BEFORE you need them! Then you will know you have some tools to use in times of
busyness or stress.
When you pray, so-called ‘arrow prayers’ can often be useful when under stress: “Oh Lord,
HELP!” or “Father, let me say the right thing NOW!” Such prayers take your focus, however
momentarily, off the immediate circumstance and bring God into the situation. There’s
spiritual power in such practice but it shouldn’t be the norm or only form prayer you use.
That would be like living only on energy bars, or MacDonald meals. It may work for a while
but you’ll eventually run out of the nourishment you need to keep going in the longer term.
Regular times of prayer, a rhythm in life of spending time with the Lord will sustain us when
we are in times of over-busyness – remember Martin Luther’s saying! Personally I prefer to
start the day with Bible reading and prayer, although I don’t always achieve it, as it sets me
up for the rest of the day, whatever it brings. However a friend told me she’d discovered
sitting in the garden with a cup of coffee mid-morning was the best time of day for her to
pray. Rhythms of prayer, through the day, week and year, are a really good anchor in life:
find what works for you and do it. It may be hard but it’s as necessary to the Christian life as
breathing.
Whether you are using arrow prayers or as part of your normal rhythm of prayer, be honest
with God – he can take it! He’s not too holy to hear you, and you’re not too far from him
that he can’t hear you, even if you find it hard to hear him. After all, God made you just as
you are and so the best way to approach him is – just as you are! Stressed, busy or not!
Don’t feel you have to use any special holy language with God either, particularly when
you’re stressed. The Psalms are full of laments and cries of deep distress and they don’t
hold back! The best words to use are your own everyday language. Really.
My final thought comes from Monica Ditmas’ book, ‘Preaching on Prayer’. She says we
must examine very carefully the notion that we are too busy to pray. The implication, she
says, is that it would be easier to pray if we were not so busy. She suspects people who
don’t pray when they’re busy won’t pray when they have leisure either. Thus, she says, it’s
our attitude to busyness that’s the real problem, not so much the busyness itself. As one
who gets easily irritated by the plethora of ‘stuff’ around me, I can identify with her
thoughts, even if somewhat uncomfortably...
Monica cites those whose lives are inescapably busy through no fault of their own yet live
them serenely and with love. They see their whole lives as a prayer and treat each activity
they undertake as a prayer, an activity holy, dedicated to God. I quote her: “Using the
vacuum, or mower, may be a rushed, irritating interlude through which our inner tension is
increased. But if we have a deliberate consciousness of sharing the whole of our lives with
God, then we can perform such tasks with serenity: our awareness of his presence makes
such moments part of our prayer”. I confess I find this hard but there are times when I’m
doing necessary but boring chores, like mowing the grass, which can turn to prayer. It does
work my friends, we just need to practice it!
In (a famous) (our next) hymn there’s the line “Take from our souls the strain and stress”.
Use it not merely asking God for more time but rather asking him to help change your
attitude to daily life. It may be hard, but maybe you’ll then grow to find more time and
more desire to pray. My times are in your hands, Oh Lord; my times are in YOUR hands.
AMEN.

