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While I was sick and laid low with the flu, I had to relearn how to feel my body.  Feel my body—that may sound strange.  Most of us men go through our days so revved up mentally, so in our heads on the go, that we don’t pay much attention to our bodies until they break down.  In fact, most of us men treat our bodies like machines, we make our bodies go and go and go until we run down.  Some men treat their cars better than their bodies.  

Of course, when you have the flue, the flu has you.  For nearly a week, I had to endure all those feelings of hot forehead and skin, cold chills and shivers, not wanting to eat, getting up, feeling dizzy, monitoring every subtle cue and every delicate increase of energy.

Being sick makes us take stock of our bodies.  And since I couldn’t do much but lay in bed, I found myself turning to the psalms with renewed attention to the body.







I.

The main corpus of our scriptural prayers are Jewish prayers, which are different than our modern kinds of praying.  Centuries ago, Jewish prayers were permeated with physical movement, varying bodily gestures and postures.  In Jewish prayers, there is room for dialogue and intellectual sparring with God, because as the old saying goes, God writes in Hebrew but speaks in Yiddish.  In Jewish prayers, there is wailing and lamentation, there is individual and communal dancing, there is chanting, there is singing the scriptures, everything that centers around the word is musical and everything involves physical movement.

In many services, Hasids and Orthodox bob back and forth, in fervent intensity of prayer.  In the sanctuary, the people don’t just sit there, hearing the word.  The rabbi dances with the Torah scroll around the sanctuary, people get up to touch the Torah and kiss it.

Of course, as Presbyterians, that might strike us as odd, because we in the Reformed tradition are intellectual-oriented, we tend to make cerebral even God and think about God in the abstract. We regard the truths of the Christian life as concepts, doctrines and theological propositions, thinking that if we get our ideas right, we will get our Christian faith right.

In our efforts to be clear and rational, systematic and precise, we have a lot to learn from our Jewish brothers and sisters.






II.

What I--  and many of us have to learn is that there can be an intense physicality in reading and praying the psalms.

When you study the psalms, there’s an emotionality, as if the words are set to music;  there is a raw edge, a vulnerability, there’s a humanness that refuses to be anything less than real.  In training cantors, the first year of cantor school is teaching the cantors to learn how to sing songs without words, depicting the setting of the song, getting the mood of the song right, getting the feeling-tone of the feeling beneath the notes right, encouraging the cantor to develop the full range of emotional experiences singing, whether they are petition prayers, or prayers for deliverance, or prayers for justice and shalom, or prayers of grief and mourning, or prayers for repentance and turning.

The psalms teach us that not only do we need to pray in words, we need to learn how to pray with our bodies.   We have to combine breath and muscle and sinew and intellect and heart and voice and everything within us to bring our whole selves before God in an act of physical expression when we pray.

Bless the Lord o my soul and all that is within me, bless God’s holy name.

Out of the depths I cry unto thee:  Lord hear my prayer

Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications.

I wait for the Lord, in soul waits;  and in this word I hope;

More than watchmen for the morning.  More than watchman for the morning.

Psalm 100 Make a joyful noice all ye lands

Serve the lord with gladness come into his presence with singing.

Psalm 27
The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom shall I fear?

The Lord is the strength of my life.  Of what shall I be afraid?

Sing to the Lord a new song!  

Psalm 121 

I will lift up mine eyes to the hills from whence cometh my help . . . .My help is in the name of the Lord who made

Psalm 137  By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and we wept;  when we remembered Zion.  On the willows there, we hung up our harps.  For there our captors asked us for songs, for our tormentor’s mirth, saying “sing us one of the songs of Zion.”  But how can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?






III.

The Psalms teach us that there is a physicality to spirituality, a physicality we right-brain protestants often forget. And when we neglect that physicality, we neglect a connection to our souls.  Mind and body, soul and spirit are one. 

Beneath the words there is a feeling, and beneath the feeling is a yearning, and beneath the yearning is an ache that words cannot name.  Those who have studied addictions know that beneath the craving is a deeper craving or a yearning to be one with God.

The Psalmist likens that spiritual desire to a basic hunger, a simple thirst, an unquenchable yearning to be united with God;  a palpable physical earnestness to commune with God, an emotional longing to be loved and known by the One who knows and loves us.

As the dear longs for flowing water, so my soul longeth after Thee,

You are all my heart’s desire and I long to worship Thee.

You are all my heart’s desire, and I long to worship Thee.

The body does not lie.  Mind and body, soul and spirit are one.  Praying with our bodies;  praying full bodied prayers.  Praying beneath just getting the words right to getting the soul right.  Your body is a temple of the living God, and god’s spirit dwells within.






IV.

What is your posture when you pray?  Do you ever get down on your knees?  Do you walk about the house, lifting up your hands in praise?  Do you walk up and down the city block, pouring your soul out before God, and listening for a response?  Do you sit at your kitchen table or easy chair, and try as best as you can to focus your thoughts on God?  

Or are you like me, doing most of your praying laying in bed at night just before you go to sleep.

Prayer is a stimulant, not a sedative.

What is your feeling tone as you pray?  Are you calm and relaxed, safe in a sacred place?  Can you silence the thoughts in your mind long enough to hear the deeper thoughts that get filtered out moment by moment?  Can you turn off the noise within, and let yourself hear the messages your body is trying to tell you:  tender needs of brokenness for healing, tender needs of fragility seeking wholeness.  Do you put your real heart’s desires before God when you pray?  Do you pray with burning anger for God’s justice?  Do you pray with an unquenchable thirst for peace?  Do you pray out of that deep hunger wanting to be in full communion with God through the full range of an honest and authentic prayer life?

Sometimes a one-sentence prayer can do it.

One evening, Dom Cursillo went upstairs to turn in for bed.  He left his guest Francis of Assisi downstairs to complete his evening prayers.  A few hours later, he could still hear Francis praying:




My God, my all.  My God, my all.  My God, my all.

James Melvin Washington recalls the story of how, as an eight year old boy, he found out that prayer is real.  James got up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom, and saw a light on downstairs.  There in the kitchen, in the dark of the east Tennessee night, he heard his mama’s voice. Washington writes:  “She was speaking in a piteous hush.  He tried to eavesdrop on her conversation, which seemed like a soliloquy, sitting at the kitchen table as she uttered a few words about her burdens, her anxieties, her children.  Then an awesome silence would punctuate her lamentation.  More silence:  then more silence.  Then out of the silence he heard his mother:  “Please Jesus!  Please Jesus!” she  cried.   I felt she was hurt, maybe even dying.  I ran to be with her.  I rubbed her back while she sobbed.

I have a dear friend who recently made his life profession as a monk at St. Gregory’s Abbey in Three Rivers, Michigan.  To make his vows, Bill had to leave a signed, hand-written copy of his vows on the altar of God.  Then he lie prostrate on the floor of the choir, in the place the exact place where his coffin will someday rest during his funeral.  Lying on the floor, in cruciform shape, Bill was covered with the funeral pall, the cloth that will, on that day, drape his coffin.  The monks and the congregation chanted the litany of the saints over him.  For two hours he lie there, under the funeral pall, for two hours he lay there as the congregation chanted and prayed for him. At the end of the prayers, the deacon came to the edge of the pall and said “Awake you who sleep, and arise from the dead;  and Christ shall give you light.”






VI.

We will rise and come to the table twice tonight, the first time, to receive the ashes, and hear the words to remind us that we are mortal, that God knows what we are made of.

Then we will come to the table a second time, to receive the gifts that only God can give from one who loved God so fully and completely, that his body was crucified and his body was resurrected in order to be able to offer us true life.

Tonight, the risen Christ offers his physicality, the substance of his body, the pouring out of his soul in sacrifice for the whole human race.

This is my body broken for you.

This is my blood shed for you.  

“Awake, you who sleep, and arise from the dead,  and Christ shall give you light.”

Amen.
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