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THE LENT UNCOMFORTABLE SAYING
“I have begun to strike you down, making you desolate because of your sins”  (Micah 6.13)

I have had a fascinating flurry of correspondence as a result of this Saying suggested for our use during March. An important point was made by one correspondent who, quite understandably, felt totally unable to use the Saying in times of intercession for the people she knew personally who were trying to cope with pain and suffering which seemed quite undeserved. I had to concede that one needed to exercise spiritual discernment together with common sense in the use of Uncomfortable Sayings in intercession, and select a Saying that expresses unequivocally the love and deep compassion of God. Alternatively (and this is where the insight of the FCP is so wonderfully acute) we have recourse to spiritually meaningful silence, i.e. a truly God-centred, God-filled silence when there is no need even for words from the Scriptures. The Queen got it about right when she spoke on Christmas Day (2014) about her visit to the remarkable display of ceramic poppies at the Tower of London. The only adequate or appropriate response, she said, was silence.
I will now simply set down some of the remarks that people have made in their letters, and leave them to speak for themselves. I am sure that you will find them, as I have done, worth spending time in reflecting on them. I will leave my own final comment until last.

………………………………
It made me feel a good deal about small and struggling churches…’Desolate’ seems to imply a desperate lack of resources … a problem for the whole church: we are all struck down if the little churches go.  
……………………………….
(Using the Saying) it became clear to me how much I was involved in ‘the sin of the world’: not through anything particular, but conscious of how any minor word or action can have its unseen repercussions, and add to the mesh of black netting which seems bound round the whole world. It was a realisation that we are all part of something dark, as well as of the light. T.S.Eliot writes: The way down is the way up. I found that an encouraging thought to set against Micah.

……………………………….
(Using the Hard Saying from Micah) two of our groups experienced a sadness, not only for our own sins, but for the state of our troubled world: very much a Lenten discipline for us. I personally experienced a feeling of deep sorrow, being made aware of our God’s grieving for us, out of His deep, enveloping love for us and indeed all creation. A humbling experience, deepening a relationship with our Heavenly Father, alongside a need for repentance. However, the more I used the sentence in contemplation, so flowed a deep interior peace.  
………………………………..
I must say I am finding the ‘uncomfortable Saying’ very difficult to use because it makes the judgemental aspect of God so powerful as to obliterate his love and mercy, and from a personal point of view the striking me down makes me fall so low as to feel there is no hope for me. I fear I am by nature a depressive. However, I shall continue to ‘plod on’ with this Word for the rest of the month, sensing that this discipline is no doubt valuable both for myself and therefore for the world of which I am a part. And of course I do know in my inner being that God’s love is unceasing and all-embracing.

…………………………………….
I tried the March ‘Uncomfortable Word’, perhaps not long enough or hard enough. Also the Saying from Jeremiah (23.2) “I will visit upon you the evil of your doings.” God of course wants us to become aware of our sins, and the Bible is full of God’s bringing them and their consequences to our awareness. But Coulson (FCP Founder) proposed the Recollection as pre-contemplation exercise, when we face and acknowledge our pains and burdens and the sins that lie behind them. We stop pushing them aside or making excuses. Instead we take a good hard look at them and accept them. But then we lay them at the feet of Jesus with “Come unto me all you who labour and are heavy laden…” before moving on to contemplation…We can’t work well for the Lord if we feel fearful or burdened with guilt.  
………………………………….
The March ‘Uncomfortable Saying’ is a welcome, or perhaps necessary, departure from the usual…particularly apt for Lent but increasingly important at any time with current ‘environmental crisis’ awareness. The hard Saying of Micah does seem to fit very well with environmental issues and the associated poverty and injustice that you refer to. 
…………………………………
Martin’s Final Comments
I would say that Robert Coulson’s use of uncomfortable Dominical Sayings would have been initially in the context of his personal relationship with God-I AM. It is also clear that he had an increasing call to intercede for the whole of humanity, including the most rascally of them. It seems that he felt himself to be spiritually in touch with the sinfulness of the human race and the dramatically tragic consequences of it. In this scenario he was sharing the vision of the biblical prophets, culminating in John the Baptist, John of the Book of Revelation, and Jesus himself. These are the hearers and proclaimers of God’s Word par excellence: and they use the language of chastisement as an essential counterbalance to the over-arching message of God’s love and salvation. That is why, as troubles persist and grow, it is vital for Christians individually, and the Church faithfully, to re-place themselves within this tradition. Like the prophets, we need to listen in depth to the Word of God which is, at one and the same time, both loving and judgmental. We ignore the Hard Sayings of Scripture at our peril, which doesn’t necessarily mean that we have to maintain an outlook of gloom and despondency. What, after all, is the Resurrection about?
Ultimately, the ways of God are impenetrable to our human understanding. He certainly “struck” the Church down in 16th century, and has done so at other times. We take the rough with the smooth in our dealings with the Almighty, do we not? We could well be undergoing a new “Reformation” in our times: we shall not see the end of it, nor fully comprehend the process. All we can do is to be faith-full and “plod on” in prayer.

************************
FCP FOR KIDS

Reviewing “I AM The Big Man” by Sue Main (pub. 2014: Author Essentials)

If I were a librarian I should find it very difficult to catalogue this book. One’s first instinct would probably be to put it in the Children’s section, for without a doubt this is a fun book for kids. The principal character is Lilian, age 11, who is trying to sort out the puzzling and often messy world of adults. But would young readers be able to grasp the allusions to a profoundly Christian and sometimes mystical journey of discovery? For the book is primarily and unashamedly religious: so perhaps it should go into the “Religion” section, maybe even “Christian Theology”. The author’s language is entertainingly exuberant: prose and poetry intermingle, so shall we put the book into the “Poetry” section? But then the storyline moves rapidly and easily from down-to-earth domestic goings-on in a normal household to sheer fantasy, so let’s put it into the “Fantasy” section.

The back cover will help us. There the book is described as “an original and hugely entertaining story (which will) appeal to all ages.” Then it begins to give the game away by telling us that it “(brings) to everyday life important messages from the Bible.” Of course, FCP readers will have known that all along from the title, which is a dead giveaway with its banner headline “I AM”. So let’s spill the beans: Sue Main is the daughter of Lena Southworth. Lena, with her husband Allan, was closely associated with the Fellowship in Worcestershire from the middle of the last century. Sue herself has been instrumental in introducing the Fellowship to Western Australia, where she has made her home and, with notable success, has founded and organised FCP prayer groups, quiet days and retreats. When you read the book, you will discover that those “messages from the Bible” usually come in the form of familiar Dominical Sayings embedded within the Fellowship tradition. 

What interests me greatly is the fact that the use of “I AM” in the title performs a kind of balancing act with the final book written by Robert Coulson, “I AM: the exercise of supreme sovereignty”. Sue Main’s book is at the opposite pole of Coulson’s. Whereas the latter is delving deeply into the mystical and philosophical springs of contemplative spirituality, Sue’s book is a vibrantly bold exercise in making that spirituality available in an accessible form to a younger generation, perhaps particularly to children. Let us welcome it, and pray with her that it will help those she has in mind as readers to hear the Word of God with greater clarity.
*************************

SHARING THE WITNESSING

Earlier this year I was invited to Witness at one of our longest-standing FCP prayer groups. The convenor is Rachel Christophers, who will be known to some of you as an experienced Witness at our Retreats and Quiet Days. Together with her husband Theo, Rachel began to host the group at their home near Solihull in 1974 and it has been meeting monthly since then almost without a break.

Recently the group has adopted a practice which I think might commend itself to other groups. The group meets on the first Tuesday of each month. Our monthly Saying (or an alternative Saying) together with a commentary, is circulated (usually by email) to prayer group members a week before the meeting. It also goes on the parish website for wider circulation at the start of each month. Members thus have a chance to reflect on the Saying before the meeting. They then convene half an hour before the hour’s contemplative Exercise, have a cup of tea or coffee, and share any thoughts or ideas about the Saying that may have come to them. The standard threefold Exercise then follows immediately with a single Witness as usual.

Rachel says that one important consequence of following this pattern is that the group has grown closer and deepened their appreciation of contemplative prayer as they hear from one another’s experience. Another development is that several group members in addition to herself have become sufficiently confident to take on the task of Witnessing for the actual Exercise. This is surely one good way of increasing the potential number of Witnesses, especially if those who gain experience in a prayer group eventually attend one of the Witness Training sessions which take place each year.

*************************
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