Lord, help us to listen as you speak to our hearts,
   Amen

1.
Circumstances we cannot control

You will see that with the Grapevine today I have given you the copy of a prayer that I came across this week. It is one that I thought might be of particular help to many of us at different times of our lives, and perhaps especially at the moment. I invite you to take it home and use it. It also seemed very relevant to our topic today, for reasons that I will explain in a moment.

Line three speaks of circumstances that we cannot control. Speaking to different people, I am aware of how many examples we might give of these. Overall, there is of course the pandemic, and a sense that for some time we have been at the mercy of a virus that we have been trying hard – but not always successfully – to control through government rules and limits on our everyday lives. But there are also the personal circumstances that may have nothing to do with Covid, such as declining health either of ourselves or of those whom we love. A loved one may have died. There are other family situations that may seem to be uncontrollable: a child or grandchild in trouble, for example. For many people financial circumstances may be simply beyond control. It is not easy to live fully and generously through such circumstances. Neither is it always easy to be hopeful and imagine better times, or to find courage to act when we feel beleaguered.
2.  Jesus’ prayer for us

Our gospel reading today is taken from Jesus’ final words to his disciples before before his betrayal and death. It is part of his prayer for his disciples and – by extension – also for us, something made plain in the verse following our reading, where Jesus says ’I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word’ (John 17: 20). 

Jesus speaks of us as being in the world, but not belonging to it. What can we make of this? Well part of being in the world is surely being subject to those circumstances over which we have no control. Even the natural world around us presents us with positives and negatives. The past week has been both Mental Health Awareness Week and Christian Aid Week. Both have chosen to focus their different campaigns on aspects of the natural world. In Mental Health Awareness week we were reminded of how very important nature is for our mental well-being. Living as we do in such a lovely area, surrounded by trees and wild life, we know this to be true. During the pandemic, the ability to get outside and to walk in the country has been a lifeline. The natural world nourishes and sustains us. The Christian Aid campaign encourages us to raise money by walking – 300,000 steps over a month – but it also focuses on the impact of climate change on those in poorer countries. Climate Change has led to negative circumstances that are beyond the control of those living subsistence lives.
And if the natural world itself contains both blessing and threat, how much more is this true of our attempts to live together socially, whether in families or nationally. Again, many would see our greatest joys and blessings as coming from friends or family, but these can also give rise to great sadnesses and tests of our ability to cope. And internationally we have only to look at what is happening in Jerusalem to see terrible challenges in which it is surely almost impossible for ordinary people to live fully and generously.

This then is what it means to live in the world. Yet Jesus claims that this is not where we belong, and asks for us to be protected from the evil one. What does all this mean? Where do we belong? The simple answer is ‘with God’. We have heard over the past few weeks how God invites us to abide, or live, in Him, and promises to live in us. It is the Christian belief that we come from God and return to Him: he is our true home. Meanwhile, however, we are subject not only to negative circumstances, but to ‘the evil one’.
3.
Protection from the evil one

In a particularly helpful exploration of the Lord’s Prayer, where we also pray to be delivered from evil, Stephen Cherry explores this idea of the evil one, arguing that we need to be protected from that negativity that would prevent us from responding positively to God’s will. This evil one ‘is the tormentor of our better natures, and a block to our full flourishing as persons of faith, hope and love …, the personification of the temptations that beset us as individuals and communities’  (p165). 

In case such abstract ideas are hard for us to grasp, he gives examples such as the voice that says we are not good enough, or that stops our positive impulses: the grip on our wallet when someone needs our money; the clamp on our tongue when someone needs encouragement. It is compassion fatigue, and the impulse to turn away from the scenes of abuse that we want to avoid. The devil, or the evil one, is the personification of our temptations to turn from fullness of living and generosity.
And of course such temptations are particularly strong when times are testing or difficult, when situations are beyond our control, when we simply want to hide until things get better, when we may even lose sight of the hope or possibility that they ever will.

So you can perhaps see why I found the prayer I have given you especially relevant to our thoughts today. Living in the world, we cannot escape neither testing and difficult situations such as illness, bereavement nor even a pandemic. And it is hard to resist those insidious temptations to turn away from God and to fail in loving our neighbours. So Jesus asks for us to be protected through God’s gifts. Why? Not just so that we may do God’s will but also so that we may have joy. If you were here last week, you may remember that then too our own happiness, fulfilment and joy were seen to lie in following God’s will. And today we hear Jesus speaking to his disciples and on their behalf to his Father ‘so that they may have my joy made complete in themselves’ (v13). This is the secret of true happiness and well-being, and therefore of salvation.
Today then, as we reflect on Jesus’s prayer for us, let us for our part ask God, through the gift of His Spirit, for the ability to live fully and generously in the world through all that befalls us, and for hope and courage to do his will.  Amen          
(1,140 words)
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I, the Lord of Sea and Sky
God grant me the serenity

to live fully and generously

through circumstances I cannot control;

hope to keep on imagining better times

for myself and the world

and courage to change what I can

instead of simply leaving it

to others.
Amen
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1.
Circumstances we cannot control
· Dave Tomlinson Prayer
· circumstances we cannot control
· importance of serenity, hope and courage
2.  Jesus’ prayer for us
· in the world but not belonging to it?
· subject to those circumstance
· the natural world: positives and negatives
· nature: mental health and climate change
· tests that arise from our social life too
3.
Protection from the evil one
· a source of focussed negativity
· personification of temptations –Cherry ch 29
· … particularly strong in testing times
· back to our prayer
· asking for protection through his gifts
· that we may have his joy
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