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Passages:
Isaiah 55:8-13
Idea:
Try the fourfold implanting of God’s Word:  reading, reflecting, relating, & resting.
Subject:
Spiritual formation:  cultivating, planting, weeding, pruning, nurturing
Title:
Blooming Souls:  “Planting for Peace and Joy”; JJB, SPUC, 18 Feb 07
I don’t know if most husbands and wives are like this, but Renata & I are very different kinds of readers.  Renata races through books.  Don’t ask me who she’s racing, but she definitely moves along at a competitive pace, typically finishing a page when I’m only about halfway through.  I, on the other hand, typically linger through books, en​joying the English as much as benefiting from the content, and pondering implications and possibilities as much as taking pleasure in the story.
Consequently, I will often notice errors in the books that I read – mistakes in spelling, in grammar, or in formatting.  I’ve even found errors in both this copy of the Bible and in my Study Bible at home, which is quite surprising, considering the careful and meticulous editing and proofreading that these Bibles are put through.  No other book is as con​scientiously and completely scrutinized as is the Bible before it is printed.  The reason is that we believe the Bible constitutes God’s revealed Word to humankind, and just one mistake in the printing process could have great impact on the message.  The printers of the 1631 edition of the King James Bible learned this the hard way:  once they finished the job, a reader noticed a startling mistake.  Exodus 20:14 read, “Thou shalt commit adultery.”  I suppose God wasn’t too happy with that one. (
This past week Renata & I watched together the movie titled “A River Runs through It.”  At the beginning of that movie, the father, a Presbyterian minister, says to his sons as they all stand on the bank of a river, “Do you see these rocks here?  They’ve been on the bed of this river for millions of years.  But even before them were the words of God.  Listen!”  And together they then listen for the everlasting words of God.
The words of God, however, can be quite confusing, even overwhelming, for our minds and souls.  Gregory of Nyssa, one of the three great theologians from the Cap​padocia region (Kayseri), certainly struggled to grasp God and his words.  He likened the en​deavor to approaching the edge of a cliff … imagine, he said, what it would be like to walk right up to sheer, steep drop-off, with a huge chasm before you, nothing to safely jump onto, nothing to grab onto, nothing solid in nearby sight.  “This is what I think the soul experiences,” he wrote, “when it goes beyond its footing in material things in its quest for that which has no dimensions at all, and which exists from all eternity.”
Those of us who have been to Cappadocia can imagine that great thinker walking to the edge of one of the many sheer drop-offs in that region and likening what he saw to looking into the Word of God and trying to comprehend it.  Impossible!  And yet Greg​ory of Nyssa would be one of the first to say that, with God, all things are possible – comprehending his truth is a work and a gift of the Holy Spirit.
Indeed, this world is filled with the communication of God.  God’s words are not aspir​ated and then ended like our words are.  God’s words are eternal.  “Heaven and earth will pass away,” said the Lord Jesus Christ, “but my words will never pass away.”  As we walk to the edge of the chasm of eternity, it is not empty.  That chasm is alive with the life-giving words of God!  And the way to receive God’s words is not through men​tal acrobatics or clever comprehension.  No, the way to receive the fruitful seeds of the words of God is to calm and to cultivate our souls, and to attune them to the subtle whisperings and workings of the Holy Spirit.
As early as the 4th-century (when Gregory of Nyssa lived), Christians practiced a spiri​tual discipline called lectio divina (‘sacred reading’).  This was a four-part discipline, involving lectio, meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio.  Today I would like to slight​ly modify this process for you, and make it easier to remember.  I would like to convey to you this revised fourfold process of implanting God’s Word in your soul:  reading, reflec​ting, relating, and resting.  We’ll now talk about each of these one by one.
Before I get into this fourfold discipline, however, let me remind you of the importance of cultivation, or preparation, of the soul for the encounter with God’s Word.  I won’t review last week’s sermon, which you can get from downstairs.  But let me just encou​rage you, from a more practical standpoint, to get into a quiet place and a calm dispo​sition before you begin this discipline.  And pause to pray before you begin, casting your cares and concerns upon God, who looks after you, and asking the Holy Spirit to help you implant God’s fruitful, life-giving Word into your ready and receptive soul.
Then, begin with reading.  Now, one could read the Bible as if one is in a race … but just don’t race Renata. (  Actually, I know Renata doesn’t speed-read the Bible.  One might say, however, that that is an ‘American’ tendency.  In front of this ‘One-Year’ Bible, for example, an introducer writes something like, “I used to think reading the Bible through in a year would be impossible for me, but now I can do it – in just 10 minutes a day!”  I used to think that I was a devotional reading failure, because each day’s reading always took me longer than 10 minutes.  But then I finally decided, “It should!  The daily readings of God’s Word should take longer than just 10 minutes.”
Instead of trying to consume too much of God’s Word in one day, you might just want to focus on a psalm, a chapter, a story, a parable of Jesus, or even just one verse.  And then, instead of reading quickly, as you would merely to get information out of a book or off the internet, read slowly and read aloud.  Don’t rush!  Let the words of God fall upon your soul as if your soul had taste buds, and as if the words of God were juicy kernels of pomegranate – or honey from the honeycomb, as the psalmist suggests.  Let the words permeate & nourish your being, and linger in your mind, heart, & soul. 
Let’s try this.  Please take your bulletins and let’s look together at Isaiah 55:8-13.  First, let us pray:  “Dear Father in heaven, help us to sharpen our focus upon these words of yours now.  May we not be distracted, may we not just be interested in the historical or technical details of the text.  But may we listen intently for what your Spirit might say directly to us through these, your living and life-giving words.  In Jesus’ name, amen.”

[Read passage slowly and aloud.]

Now, instead of my simply explaining and illustrating this passage for you, as I normally try to do, I’d like to focus upon the second part of this fourfold process:  reflecting.  In other words, meditation.  And I’m not talking here about alternative types of meditation, such as Transcendental Meditation, which essentially seeks to bring people into union with a ‘higher self.’  On the contrary, Christian meditation always focuses upon God and his revelation:  his general revelation that is reflected in nature, devo​tional literature, hymns, various kinds of artwork – but especially his special reve​lation that is found in the holy Word of God.  To meditate upon God and his revelation is to mull them over or to dwell upon them.  There are two words used for meditation in Scripture, and one of them comes from the animal world – the cooing of a dove, the purring of a lion, the chewing of a cow, and so forth.  I suppose a valid application of this would be the heavy, intrusive, don’t-ignore-me breathing sound that our dog Noel makes when she’s hungry.  She makes that sound when she’s ‘meditating’ upon food.  Likewise, we are to meditate upon, to prayer​fully ponder, the nourishing truths of God.
As they were entering the promised land, Joshua instructed the Israelites, “Study this Book of the Law continually.  Meditate on it day and night so that you may be sure to obey all that is written in it.  Only then will you succeed” (Joshua 1:8). Again and again we come across the writers of Scripture meditating upon God’s Word, and we are com​manded to do the same.  And so we take a passage like Isaiah 55:8-13 and we don’t simply leave it after we’ve finished reading it, but we work it over in our minds.  We let it touch our hearts.  We let its seed settle onto and into our cultivated souls.  We let it begin to change us.  And as we do, we will find that some of God’s truths – those we welcome – taste sweet, while those we resist will have more of a sour, even bitter taste.  Regardless, however, God’s words will nourish us as nothing else can do.
Along with reading and reflecting, the third part of the fourfold process is relating.  By relating I mean sharing with God your thoughts in response to his revealed Word.  You may have gained a new understanding of God, and so you offer him heartfelt praise.  You may have become newly aware of a particular flaw in your character, and so you confess it to God and ask him to strengthen you at that particular point.  Perhaps you need to ask God for deeper insight, or maybe you feel led to simply thank him for his supreme goodness.  In response to Isaiah 55:8-13, you may find yourself simply beg​ging God for extra measures of the peace and joy that he refers to in verse 12.  That peace and joy came from walking free from the prison of Babylon, where the Israelites had been captives for many decades.  What kind of captivities do you and I need to be freed from in order to experience intense peace and joy?  Talk with God, ask him ques​tions, and invite him to reveal to you your deepest needs and his all-sufficient grace.
The final stage of this fourfold process of implanting God’s Word in our souls is simply resting – contemplating the presence, the power, and the kindness of God.  Histori​cally, this resting in God’s presence has been called ‘the prayer of simple devotion.’  It is being keenly and reverently aware of God, whose presence surrounds and fills us, and it is loving him with a renewed passion.  It is the sweet afterglow of an encounter with the eternal God and his living Word.
Such encounters can radically change our lives and can greatly enrich our service of the Lord.  In an issue of the Discipleship Journal a man named Lorne Sanny tells about another man named Charlie Riggs.  Charlie worked on oil fields.  He was a pretty rough character, with few social graces, and a stuttering problem.  Lorne first met Charlie when Lorne had scheduled a Bible Study in his home, and Charlie was the only one who turned up.  Lorne was quite disappointed that only one man came, but he went ahead and did the whole study with Charlie, who, at first anyway, was not too interac​tive at all.  But then one evening Charlie came in and said to Lorne, “Let me show you something God gave me out of Scripture.”  A couple sessions later, Charlie said, “Lorne, I’ve been getting up to meet the Lord at 6, then I had to change it to a quarter to 6, then I had to change it to 5:30, but I still don’t have enough time.  I just feel that … I have to get up and start my devotions at 5.”  Lorne discovered that Charlie was re​viewing two-to-three hundred memorized verses of Scripture every day!  Eventually, that rough-and-tough worker from the oil fields of Pennsylvania went to work for the Billy Graham Association, and in his new career there he ended up training several hundred thousand person​al counselors from all over the world.
“It is the same with my word,” says the Lord.  “I send it out, and it always produces fruit.  It will accomplish all I want it to, and it will prosper everywhere I send it.”

As I look out upon each of you, People, I wonder what good things God’s Word will produce in your lives. And I wonder what great things he will accomplish through you. 

Read his Word.

Reflect upon it.

Relate to him.

Rest in him.

And I believe we both will be amazed.
Amen.
