Ancients paths can be saving

In January 2003 the world’s media attention focussed on the South Pacific Island of Tikopia where hundreds of people were feared dead after a cyclone.  For five days all contact with the island was lost.  Reconnaissance flights showed massive destruction and little sign of life.

When a photographer was finally landed by helicopter he witnessed nothing less than a miracle. Every one of the 100 or so islanders had survived the 200-mph winds. They’d fled to mountain hideaways along paths that have protected their people for generations. The islanders fled to the high country along paths they have used for centuries during cyclone emergencies.  They sought shelter in mountain caves from the howling winds and the gigantic waves that swept over the island.

Here, I thought is a parable that connects with Andy Peck’s most helpful article on ‘Walking ancient paths’ (Christianity, November). Had the islanders forgotten their ancient paths they would have perished finding no hiding place on the surface of the island.  So it could be with any Christian community that forgets proven routes that lead us into Christ be they Catholic or Evangelical. With the storms of secularism currently buffeting us the body of Christ is secured to Jesus by his grace and by the spiritual disciplines, the routes that lead us deeper into Christ. We need to help one another learn these routes afresh for these are indeed stormy times for the church.

My work is as Chichester diocesan mission and renewal adviser. Our diocesan vision is of ‘a community that…presents the gifts of Words and Sacrament in such a way that their meaning and power are evident to those who experience them’.  Our vision statement encourages our 500 churches to expect Jesus to manifest himself through both Scripture and the Eucharist. We seek to support churches as they work to weed out the things that block both access routes to our Saviour. My own personal pilgrimage has been rather like the stories in Andy’s article, from low church to high church and then into the charismatic stream. I am grateful to be in a church that allows you to spread your wings – and in my case fly with Jesus up the candle! 
Bishop Simon Barrington-Ward once said it did not matter to him whether you were  low church or middle church or high church as long as there was some deep church there, again taking up on Andrew Walker’s commentary in the article. Someone lamented that the Church of England is getting like a swimming pool – all the noise is coming from the shallow end!
Some things take a lifetime to get into you and this is surely most true of Jesus with his followers. As the Lord seeks fuller access to us he uses a variety of means for us as individuals to complement hearing his word and participating in the sacraments. God works with the temperaments of those who love him through all the stages of their life. 

Once again to be more specific and personal I have known about the Jesus Prayer all my Christian life but it is only in the last two years that it has got hold of me. This is an Eastern Orthodox devotion in which you repeat continually some variant of Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon me a sinner. It is said formally at set prayer times and also freely as part of the unceasing prayer invited by scripture. It affirms both the coming of the Saviour and our need for his salvation. Based on incidents in the life of Our Lord it combines Peter’s act of faith in Jesus – You are the Son of God (cf Matthew 16v16) – with the cry of the Publican – have mercy upon me a sinner (Luke 18v13b).

If Christianity Magazine wanted to develop ‘Walking ancient paths’ and deep church we might benefit from a series that uncovers some specific proven pathways Jesus has opened up to his disciples. I would suggest that the best use of the Jesus Prayer, so thoroughly evangelical and uncompromisingly catholic, might be a good starting point. It exalts the name which is above every name (Philippians 2v10b). As the eastern orthodox writer Bulgakov says of this devotional means: The Name of Jesus, present in the human heart, communicates to it the power of deification…Shining through the heart, the light of the Name of Jesus illuminates all the universe.  
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