A new movement of prayer – prelude to a new evangelisation?

Many parts of the church in England seem to be experiencing a new movement of prayer that could be laying foundations for a fresh missionary impulse. 

In the distracted age and church we inhabit this movement is especially welcome for its potential to help God’s people discern from among the many things that clamour for attention the things that are important before God in particular situations. 

Spiritual discernment through prayer greatly simplifies the work of mission. I think of a young couple who moved to a Sussex village three years ago. The local church had no children or Sunday School but it did have a prayer group. The couple approached the church leadership thinking about starting a Sunday School when there were actually some children. Meanwhile, quite independently of their approach, a deep conviction arose in the prayer group, as if from God, that a Sunday School should start and start there and then. The Sunday School opened and had 20-30 children almost immediately. Unknown to the church members several young families had just moved into the village. Their coming was at least known to God who communicated his will through prayer hence employing the new couple’s gifts.
Stories such as this are a reminder of how disciplined prayer is foundational to the work of mission and evangelisation. The Christian writer Robert Speers is emphatic: The evangelisation of the world depends first upon a revival of prayer. Deeper than the need for workers; deeper, far, than the need for money; deep down at the bottom of our spiritual lives, is the need for the forgotten secret of prevailing, worldwide prayer.
We seek a revival of prayer but the mystery is that prayer is something gracious that cannot be forced. It can only come out of a profound sense of God’s invitation as a work of the Holy Spirit. There is much evidence though that prayer is also something infectious that has a rippling effect. 

In Sussex we have recently been caught up into such a ‘ripple’ or movement of prayer which traces back to Chichester in 1999 when a group of young people linked to Revelation Church decided to pray non-stop for a month in one hour shifts. From there so-called 24-7 Prayer Rooms snowballed across the world to 58 nations exploiting the internet and through media coverage, notably that given in a television documentary to the Room opened up among Ibiza’s hedonistic partygoers. It was the perception of young people as the church’s missing generation that lay behind the original call to pray. Now 24-7 with its international profile seems to be hitting its home country – the ‘prophet’ was recently welcomed into the pulpit of Chichester Cathedral: Pete Greig, widely regarded as the founder of this movement which is best explained on their Website at http://24-7prayer.com.

What is it that has drawn Churches Together groups in Sussex to commit over 35 weeks of uninterrupted prayer during 2004? Historically such ecumenical groups have often lacked energy and direction. In this phase of church history they have found a spiritual convergence which is no less than recovery of obedience to the radical command of Jesus to pray always and not to lose heart (Luke 18:1), the invitation of St. Paul to pray without ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17) and to the witness of centuries of monastic prayer, laus perennis (perpetual praise). 

The commitment offered owes a lot to the momentum and profile of 24-7 Prayer although the shape of prayer weeks is turning out to be much more varied. The leadership of the Sussex Churches Together Mission & Unity Co-ordinator, Ian Chisnall, of New Church background, has been one key factor in the success of the invitation to hold weeks of prayer, alongside the congruence of denominational mission officers as well as spiritual resourcing agencies as disparate as Ashburnham, Worth Abbey and Premier Christian Radio, united in a common cause headed Your Kingdom Come – lighting the flame of hope for Sussex. In the name of this cause churches all over the counties have been uniting this year to pray for weeks on end for God to bless Sussex.

All the evidence is that costly commitment of church leaders in localities to pray and work across denominations for the extension of God’s kingdom is pivotal within this development. An ecumenism of the Holy Spirit is one that sees every denomination as existing by God’s mercy alone. The deeper the sense of reliance upon grace in pastors and people, the more prayer, and the more prayerful, the more attractive and infectious is the community of Christians in a society so full of spiritual yearning.

At the heart of the current vision for 24-7 Prayer is the establishing of Prayer Rooms in secular locations where individuals from local churches commit to pray for an hour a day for a week. In one community Prayer Request boxes were welcomed into a majority of local shops to be gathered up and prayed for over the week. To fill 24 hours with prayer individual commitments are balanced by corporate prayer sessions, morning and evening prayer, Rosary, the ministry of healing, Lectio Divina scripture prayer etc. according to local agreement. What has been particularly striking in some of the Sussex prayer weeks so far, given the New Church origin of the 24-7 Prayer movement has been the enthusiasm of Roman Catholics to join in, contributing much of their own time-tested devotional practice.

Through the current movement of prayer there is a growing recognition that the advancing of God’s reign in our land is too hard a nut to crack for the churches unless they become more intent on owning their need of grace as well as their need to collaborate with one another for the sake of all who live and die without Christ around us. One scripture that seems to capture the beseeching mood of the Spirit is from 2 Chronicles 7:14: If my people who are called by my name humble themselves, pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land.
The only absolutely necessary preparation for prayer of any kind is honesty. There is no point in being dishonest if you are about to address Truth himself. Inasmuch as this new movement of prayer is linked to the churches facing the truth about themselves – especially their lack of reliance upon God - it will hopefully be sustained and see the churches carried forward into a new evangelistic partnership.

The Roman Catholic evangelist Michelle Moran reflected recently upon the new prayer movement as being a lifting up upon the two wings of the Holy Spirit, into deeper contemplation and appropriate joint action. On this model the churches would be wise to follow something of a dual strategy at this time – to renew excitement about seeking holiness and to find courage to get out into the world around and work for good with ‘not-yet Christians’.  Such a strategy would surely be guided by the Holy Spirit.

The Methodist mission enabler for Sussex, Lou Ashford, was given a vivid impression at the launch of the local year of prayer in Chichester Cathedral. As individual candles were lit so that light spread throughout the darkened Cathedral might it be God’s will that a movement that is flowing across the world and into Sussex should ignite from the south right up the land? 

If this is to be could there be a better tonic for the church’s work of evangelisation?
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