
One Sacred World

Cultivating Awareness of God

Reading: Psalm 68:24-35 & Hebrews 12:18-28

INTRODUCTION – New discoveries

Good Morning/Evening, I’m Pastor /Father Geoff.

The pandemic has been a shake-up for each one of us and for the whole world.

There have been some good things, and there have been some bad things about it.

We do not have time to discuss them all, or debate about which are which.

I do want to note something that has come to the fore regarding behaviour, habits,

rituals and even the impact of how we dress.

There are some new discoveries from daily life and work that I think teach us some

important principles about how we worship God and how we relate to and

encounter him.

They all have significance for our current sermon series on “One Sacred World”

because they are all of a practical and physical nature.

Atlantic columnist, Jerry Useem, wrote an article “The Psychological Benefits of

Commuting to Work” for the July/August [2021] edition.

He points out that something many workers considered an unavoidable but necessary

misery turns out to have important psychological benefits.

The daily commute to and from work.

The psychological difficulties that have arisen from having all aspects of life collapse

into one continuous stream without beginnings or endings have highlighted

important issues about how we function as human beings.
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Today I want to look at a few of them and then note how some of the patterns and

instructions we find in Scripture seem to align with what social scientists have been

discovering over the past few years.

I am not looking at commands in scripture but at practices described that suggest that

there is wisdom in considering or reconsidering how we live out our lives of worship

and devotion.

The goal is to give you ideas about how you might enrich your moments with God not

to give you instructions to follow.

1.  Rituals, Habits & Dress

Jerry Useem, describes in his article how he made some changes when he started

working at home a few years ago after he realized that he couldn’t work well

without certain rituals and habits.

He’s how he described it:

If I was going to replace my commute, I’d have to get strategic.
I developed a set of tricks. Matching my surroundings with the task at hand

seemed important. Deep research was best done in the stacks of a nearby library;
writing, in coffee shops. Commuting directly from the desk to the dinner table was a
bad idea. A run or stroll outside first. But no strolling in the a.m. Mornings, you walk
like you’re late for something. Above all: An underdressed day is an unproductive
day. So if a deadline looms, out comes the writing blazer. In office attire, you can’t
take out the trash or water the lawn without a strong feeling that you ought to be
doing something else. Like your job.

Having made these observations and changes, and seeing the benefits they brought,

he was excited to discover that there was research in this area regrading what is

called “Enclothed Cognition.”

Two researchers, Hajo Adam and Adam Galinsky from the Kellogg School of

Management at Northwestern University published an interesting discovery in July

2012 [Journal of Experimental Social Psychology]:
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… clothes systematically influence wearers' psychological processes. …
wearing a lab coat increases attention. Attention did not increase when the coat was
not worn or associated with a painter. Attention only increased when the coat was a)
worn and b) associated with a doctor. The influence of clothes thus depends on
wearing them and their symbolic meaning.

Subjects made about half as many errors of concentration when they wore a white lab

coat that they associated with a doctor, an effect that was not observed when they

did not wear a white coat, or the white coat was associated with a painter.

In a similar way a report on remote working from Microsoft last year [2020] noted that

“No commute may be hurting, not helping remote worker productivity.”

When researchers at UC Davis in 2001 looked into the ideal commute time they found

that people listed a number of factors as to why the commute was beneficial:

… the feeling of control in one’s own car; the time to plan, to decompress, to
make calls, to listen to audiobooks. Clearly, the researchers wrote, the commute had
some “positive utility.”

In 1994, an Italian Physicist, Cesare Manchetti, noticed that humans have been willing

to commute roughly one hour a day throughout history.

Cities have always only grown to a size that is commensurate with such a commute.

Thus, ancient Rome for example was only 3 miles in diameter [humans walk about 3

MPH].

Wealthy people, who can live wherever they want, tend to live roughly a half-hour

from their work.

The one-way average commute for Americans is currently 27 minutes.

According to Stats Canada, for Canadians the average one-way commute is 24

minutes, travelling a median distance of 8.7 km.

The commute helps people make the transition from one life role to another – such as

from manager to parent, or spouse to work colleague.

According to researchers at Arizona State University [Blake Ashford] , the commute is a

“relatively efficient way of simultaneously facilitating a physical and psychological
shift between roles.”
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To help reduce worker stress and burnout a new field has arisen called “ritual design.”

It involves developing rituals to begin and end tasks and make transitions – so there

are, for example, ‘funerals’ for failed projects.

It may sound a bit silly, but rituals (like commuting, or changing clothes) slow things

down and give people a chance to locate themselves in time and orient themselves

to what they are here to do.

With this information in mind let us come to Scripture and the examples we see there.

2. Examples in Scripture

In the story of Abraham we have a strange event in Genesis 15, when God commands

Abraham to cut a heifer and goat and a ram in half and place the halves opposite

each other.

That night a smoking firepot and a blazing torch (representing God) pass through

between the pieces to confirm the covenant made with Abraham.

Centuries later, God appears in a burning bush in Exodus 3 and tells Moses to take off

his sandals because he is standing on “holy ground” (v 5) and being bare foot is a

sign of penitence (2 Sam 15:30, Mic 1:8).

The Jewish priests and high priest ministered barefoot in the temple for the same

reason.

All of these actions are symbolic.

They do not create reality, they express it.

When the people gathered for worship at the festivals they did so in procession,

coming to the temple behind musicians and singers (Ps 68:24ff).

The priests were robed according to very specific instructions regarding what the

clothes looked like (Ex 28) and how they were to bathe and dress in a prescribed

manner (Ex 8:5-7, 40, Lev 16:23-24).
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In a strange parable, Jesus talks about a king whose guests do not come when the

wedding feast is ready and so the king sends his servants to bring in whoever they

find in the streets.

But then something strange happens:

Matthew 22:11–14 (ESV) “But when the king came in to look at the guests, he
saw there a man who had no wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend,
how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 13

Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the
outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For
many are called, but few are chosen.”

This passage has been very hard to interpret because everyone assumes that the issue

cannot be as simple as how the man was dressed.

For our purposes, I simply note that Jesus said he was inappropriately dressed.

A lot could be said about our bodily posture before the Lord: KNEEL

Psalm 95:6 (ESV) Oh come, let us worship and bow down; let us kneel before
the LORD, our Maker!

Luke 22:41 (ESV) And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt
down and prayed,

Acts 9:40 (ESV) But Peter put them all outside, and knelt down and prayed;
and turning to the body he said, “Tabitha, arise.” And she opened her eyes, and
when she saw Peter she sat up.

Acts 20:36 (ESV) [Paul] And when he had said these things, he knelt down and
prayed with them all.

Kneeling and lying prostrate is a posture of worship we see in the life of the apostles

and of Jesus and in Revelation.

Matthew 26:39 (ESV) [Jesus] And going a little farther he fell on his face and
prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me;
nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.”
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I also find it interesting to note that when the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to

pray he didn’t give them ten principles of prayer, he simply gave them a prayer to

pray.   (The Lord’s Prayer – Matt 6:9-13, Luke 11:2-4)

His teaching on prayer is simple.

● Don’t pray to be seen by others (Mt 6:5)

● Don’t babble. Speak succinctly and simply (Mt 6:7)

This is built on what Solomon wrote:

Ecclesiastes 5:2 (ESV) Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to
utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you are on earth. Therefore let
your words be few.

These are just a smattering of examples of how people in Scripture approach God and

pray.

I want to tie together the discoveries in social psychology with these examples and

ideas from Scripture as we talk about living it.

LIVING IT –

We are bringing to an end our series on “One Sacred World.”

Starting next week and for the summer we will be looking at the Psalms.

The purpose of the series was to try to move us from the unbiblical, Greek

philosophical mentalities that have caused many of us in the West to separate the

physical and the spiritual worlds.

We have tended to make our spirituality very internal and psychological as though the

outside physical manifestations of our behaviour don’t matter.

As long as our heart is right that’s all that matters.

This mentality is coming home to roost in the course of this pandemic.

Many evangelical Christians have got used to meeting and worshipping online.
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Why do we even need to go back to worshipping in person?

As this question has come up in our own community I have constantly referred us back

to the incarnation.

Jesus did not sacrifice himself and redeem us in some metaphorical sense somewhere

in the spiritual realm.

Jesus became flesh and dwelt among us. (Jn 1:14)

His physical presence and participation in our earthly life was central to his work of

salvation.

I was at a pastors’ conference recently discussing how we pick things up as the

pandemic and the restrictions come to an end.

The question of gathering and online church was at the heart of the discussion.

It has become clear that many evangelical Christians do not know what the church is

or why it exists.

This is especially for those from the more casual contemporary expressions of church,.

Mixed in with an emphasis on individualism, a consumerist mentality, an affirmation of

self-centredness (under the guise of “self-care”), and a love for convenience church

online has had its advantages.

We were blessed that we had some way of sort-of gathering while meeting together

was seriously problematic for the spread of the disease, but now many questions

are being asked about why we need to go back.

In part this series has tried to give a Biblical and theological rationale for why we

should not disconnect the spiritual from the physical.

Today, however, I have tried to raise a different consideration: What are the practical

benefits of paying attention to the interactions between the physical and

psychological aspects of our spirituality.

What the Bible suggests and what research is showing is that we can significantly

enhance our encounters if we incorporate every aspect of existence as we build our

relationship with God.
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If commuting helps people transition between work and home, maybe we should look

at rituals of transition as a way of orienting ourselves to God when we do our

devotions.

If white coats and work blazers help our cognitive functioning, how might dressing

appropriately enhance our awareness of God’s presence in worship?

If Jesus and the apostles knelt to pray, maybe it would be beneficial for us to do the

same.

Jesus gave his disciples a prayer to pray, and Scripture clearly tells us that

thoughtfulness and care in prayer are important, so maybe we can use well-crafted

Biblical prayers to grow our own prayer life.

We use pre-written songs for worship, and we sing them over and over again, so

maybe we could and should do something similar in our prayer lives.

In recent years I have been giving much attention to the issue of spiritual formation

and I’ve noticed how many contemporary worship services are structured around

what people want – we use words like “making worship accessible” to justify what

we include and what we exclude.

In pastor’s conferences and workshops we often discuss what “works’ for people in

terms of making them feel comfortable and welcome.

But maybe as sinners there is a sense in which we should feel uncomfortable as we

approach a holy God.

What does God want from us and how do we come to him in the right frame of mind?

Jesus told the parable about a pharisee and a tax-collector (Luke 18:9-14).

The pharisee was very comfortable and confident before God.

Luke 18:13 (ESV) But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up
his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’

He was clearly uncomfortable being there, but he was the one who found favour with

God.

My encouragement to you is to give some very serious thought to how every aspect of

your own physical life may impact on your experience of God and to put in the

effort to do the things that may help draw you closer to him.
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