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Somewhere before both boys entered elementary school, Connie and her friends headed out for  a Mom’s Night out.   Somehow at the last minute I ended up caring for seven kids under the age of six.  This was easy enough, because our basement was nearly a preschool. When Connie’s sister stopped running her preschool, Aunt Cyndy gave our boys four pleather fire-fighter jackets, half dozen lab coats,  multiple police officer costumes, a few astronaut uniforms, a treasure chest of pirate gear, cowpoke vests, construction tool belts, football helmets, Atlanta Hawks jerseys, band hats, various capes, protective goggles, microscopes, crowns,and other gear that lived in two toy boxes and 36 hooks I affixed to the wall.   These implements unlocked deeper worlds.  We had a ton of toys beyond dress up stuff so seven kids for five hours as a walk in the park.   That night, I may have built the 2x4 pirates plank or strung up the indoor volleyball net, but the night went off without a hitch. So when the three moms  called in at 9pm inquiring if they needed to get home soon, I just grabbed seven sets of PJ.  After an initial energy boost fueled by the knowledge of a seven kid sleep-over, they crashed pretty quickly.  The three laughing moms navigated the bedlam of blankets, pillows and three sleeping kids in a makeshift fort by the christmas tree.  I was enjoying the lights, the quiet, some cereal, and the NY Times.  Giving me a kiss Connie noticed the cereal bowl next to me and asked:  “what did you feed the children for supper?”  In all honesty, I had not thought about super since she walked out the door! Truthfully I answered, “no one ever asked for super!”  “No one asked for supper?” she repeated like a marriage traffic cop. “Nope, I guess we were too busy having fun to think about being hungry.” I would love to tell you that never happened again, but a few years later three dads watching football would forgot to feed about ten kids, when the food was on the stove! To be so present, so engaged with the moment, so deeply connected to life, so enlivened by friends that you forgot to eat; that is a pretty good night. 

When was the last time you were so fully present that you lost track of time?   

“I will uphold the church with my prayers, presence, gifts, service and witness!” Of all the vows we take, our pledge to be present may be the hardest of our vow. It requires us to really be here. 

Presence calls us authenticity.  It invites us to set aside our grown up tendency to prejudge, play the critic, consume a product, withhold our endorsements, suppress our joy, hold-back our tears, minimize our risks, and reserve the right to…..  Maybe presence is what 1 Thessalonians 5:17 means when guiding us to “pray without ceasing”   Do we living in the spiritual present tense?  Do we love God with all our heart, all our soul, and all our mind? (Matthew 22:37) 

When do you disconnect enough from life’s frenetic pace?  When do you enter sabbath time?  When do we worship so freely that we get “lost in wonder, love, and praise’?   Worship takes practise.  Presence requires a spiritual discipline, an ordering of our life, a commitment of time, and a habit of the heart.  We must empty ourselves of lesser things so that we might become fully present.  

All our vows require our presence. If we are present in serving we see Jesus in the faces of those we serve.  Jesus is present with us as we feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and welcome the stranger, even when we do not know it.  (Matthew 25). Being fully present while serving, somehow clears the clutter and allows us to see the image of God on the faces of family (close enough to chaff us), neighbors , and strangers. Indeed, if we stay present long enough, avoiding the soul’s tendency to fidget and squirm away, we may even come to see the image of God in our enemies.   Mother Theresa said “Whenever I meet someone in need, I see jesus in his most distressing disguise” Presence changes our our giving from duty into a Christ-like disposition, as we lose all sorts of greed for the generosity of Christ. 

Jesus promises “that where two or three of us gather together, the presence of Christ comes especially close to us” (Matthew 19:20)  When we worship, serve, pray, sing, advocate and study together we practice  that special presence of Christ. 

The problem is our world does not foster presence.  Our culture does not encourage us to reserve sabbath space.  We have so much to do, we often live within the next thing on our list, never really being here.   We are off to the next thing. We have so much to watch, we mediate all our reality! 

When are you fully present with God?  ….   When are you fully present with yourself? 

When do you wade into life’s deep end, immersing your soul in the Living Water? 

Jesus calls us to be present. Jesus call us to be present like little children.  “Some people brought children to Jesus so that he Might bless them with prayer. But the disciples scolded the parents, grandparents and aunts who brought the children." Have you noticed that the disciples never seem afraid to share all the ways they misunderstand Jesus?  Perhaps, we can be present with our failings, because there is just something so real in Jesus, that we can be our imperfect selves before God and each other, without need of  our self-righteous protective gear.  

 Jesus draws the children and parents near "Allow the children to come to me,"  I imagine him whispering with gentle kid-friendly tones  as he stoops down to a toddler's eye level: "Don’t forbid the children, because the kingdom of heaven belongs people of childlike faith." Then Jesus blessed them. I imagine the parents took a mental screenshot. ‭‭Matthew‬ ‭19:13-15‬ ‭

When we used to go to the beach my youngest son felt the ocean’s universal tug.  He could sit for hours in a tiny pool, just moving his hands in and out of sandy flow of the ocean water,  totally lost in the moment  and immune to everything else.   He needed no toys, no stimulation. What was going on in this real or imaginary world?  I do not know, but we named this immersive state: Caleb World!   When Caleb was in Caleb-World, you could walk around him and he never looked up or answered right away. He did this in the driveway with caulk or a mud-puddle outback.  He entered Caleb world reading Harry Potter as he walked around the Frist Center when his brother won an award.  Then suddenly, he would jump up from the sandy pool Caleb World and run to Connie and I, maybe with a little transitional reentry dance, before becoming present with us again!  I sometimes got lost just watching him. 

When did you last dwell in God  with child-like curiosity, praise, wonder, love and praise?  

Paul Tillich wrote “(The one) who enters the sphere of faith enters the sanctuary of life. Where there is faith there is an awareness of holiness. … The holy is first of all experienced as present. It is here and now.  (It is here and now) and this means (the holy) encounters us in a thing, in a person, in an event. Faith sees … this jar of water, this piece of bread, this cup of wine, this tree, this movement of the hands, this bending of the knees, this building, this river, this color, this word, this book, this person is a bearer of the holy.” “Dynamics of Faith.” HarperCollins, 1957. 

Lost in wonder love and praise.  Praying without ceasing. Loving God with all our heart, all our mind, all our soul. Keeping a Sabbath time holy.  Gathering in worship, study, or service until we see Jesus in each other and the needs of others. 

Jesus speaks of our presence as an attachment with God’s deepest love.  “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vineyard keeper…. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. A branch can’t produce fruit by itself, but must remain in the vine. Likewise, you can’t produce fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, then you will produce much fruit. Without me, you can’t do anything…. As the Father loved me, I too have loved you. Remain in my love…. I have said these things to you so that my joy will be in you and your joy will be complete.” ‭‭John‬ ‭15:1, 4-5, 9, 11‬ 

The world calls  for our attention, calls us on to the next things, beckons us away from our present reality calling us to some place our friends are conjuring up on Facebook that only appears better than wherever we are.

To get caught in childlike wonder of the moment, to be lost in the presence of God and ourselves so that we engage in faith, hope and love is to be alive. To live so fully alive we must practise the presence of God thought presence, worship, service, Word, justice, giving, and prayer.  There may be nothing harder right now than to be present. 

Sunday night after swimming my laps, I sat at table in front of Whole Foods waiting to for the next thing on event on my phone.  A little girl clasping her mother’s finger for balance, toddled slowly by. She paused every few feet rotating her torso to balance over fledging feet.  This precious child laughed as she practised walking, not with little giggles, but with full-on laughter.  As the happy pair walked past me, I looked up from my texting and the child squealed with delight at being noticed.  The mother pulled her along, but reaching the steps, they turned back and walked past my spot again.  The little human beside her mom laughing in infectious peals.   Seeing me looking at her, the child squealed out.  Her mother fully present with her in the moment.  The mother said to me or noone in particular, “I can’t figure out was is so funny to her!”   I was writing with two fingers on my phone a first draft of this sermon, that had begun in the solitude of swimming laps. I was writing about presence, and so perhaps not wanting to interrupt or intrude upon the holy scene in front of me I said “She is so smart and happy” . For the next five minutes. the mother and child walked back and forth laughing and dwelling in each other, until her partner came hustling out of Whole Foods with a sack of groceries.  The mother smiled  and said, to her hurrying husband,  “Watch this.” and as mother and daughter walked together the toddler burst into a laugh that made strangers smile.  And then the mom clicked her heels in place and her baby roared with a laughter so deep she almost lost her tiny balance.  The Mother said, ‘I think, it’s the boots. She is hearing the heels click and finds that is so funny”.  The husband looked at at me, a guy surely old enough to be his dad. His countenance spoke of the next thing, like those groceries.  “I smiled and said “Treasure it, soon enough they will be driving away to college!”  He stopped completely, looked right at me, and  said “don’t say that man”. I smiled and wanted to say, Enjoy this moment, these sounds, this laughter.  Tomorrow has enough trouble, Seek the Kingdom right now. (Matthew 6:33)  But the girl called for her daddy with an infectious  laugh. 

Listen for the heel clicks.  Hear the new sound.  Watch a leaf glide to the earth.  Open the Word of God with two or three others. Spend the night with our Room In the Inn guest and see Jesus in one of his disguises. Teach Sunday School and share the journey with some kids who will teach you how to live.  Be still and know the presence of God.  Set a time and spend 7 minutes in silence.   Pray without ceasing.  See Jesus in everyone you meet.  Give thanks for a frozen turkey dinner.  Treat your smart phone like an old time answering machine one evening a week.  Treat email like snail mail.   Dwell in the moment.  Worship with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind.  Get lost in wonder, love and praise.  Be present.  Be so engaged you forget to eat supper. Amen.

