I have a personal story about the slow work of God.

When I first started playing in Catholic Churches, I was just a musician (I didn't grow up religious). When I was a small child, my Mom took me to church once, and afterwards I said I didn't like the music, please don't bring me again.

But, starting in my 20s I began playing in Catholic churches, week after week, year after year, bringing with me each weekend sense of thankfulness for my life, but that was kind of it. 

And then one morning, at Mass, we were singing the Gloria, a hymn that up to that point for me was a song that described how we worshipped, aimed towards a hypothetical God. As we sang “We praise you, we bless you, we adore you, we glorify you” - The Gloria – which I sang almost every week for years was suddenly WORSHIP. And the God to whom it was addressed, was no longer hypothetical to me. It was as if something in my DNA had been activated. From the very first Mass I played in my life to that morning, was the span of about 14 years. Talk about the slow work of God. It was like the liturgy had gotten “into my bones”. I often wonder about that moment – why then, why that morning? How had God worked through music? Word? Environment? What had been happening years before that I wasn't even aware of? I would say, it was a transcendent experience, but for what purpose?

Something that has become a spiritual practice for me, is to sing Gregorian chant in a group, regularly. Chant is a very naked, exposed way of singing, there is generally no accompaniment, no harmony, just the melodic line in unison. The musical goal when singing this (and perhaps all singing), is to sing “una voce”, many voices become one voice. In this exposed way of singing that you really have to listen to others, more than to yourself. There is a pulse to the music, but it never stays steady, it moves faster when the melodic line moves up, and gradually slows as the line moves down, so you can't rely on a steady beat to stay to together. You have watch and listen intensely. The phrases in Gregorian chant are often incredibly long – longer than what I think most humans could sing in one breath, and so we use the technique of stagger breathing. One person fades out, takes a breath, and fades back in while the others carry the line.  Then someone else takes a turn. Again, it takes intense listening – or else you all accidentally take a breath at the same time and break the line. You listen to your neighbor, if she sounds like she could be nearly out of breath you think “I'm going to power through this, until she's taken a breath and is back in.”  And when everyone is listening and in the zone, you disappear into the Una Voce. It is collaborative and transcendent.

One of the prayers I found that I really liked and incorporated into my practice, is from the Eastern Orthodox church, a  prayer for morning prayer. When I first discovered it, one of the lines seemed so strange to me, I didn't know what to make of it- Addressed to God it says “Pray You Yourself in Me.” Like, was that okay? Could prayer be that collaborative, with God? I think up until that point, I had thought of prayer as transactional – you ask, God gives (or doesn't). Or, God gives, and so you give thanks. But perhaps another way to think of prayer, would be... synergy.

In today's reading, we have the Lord's Prayer, as it appears in Matthew. And to put it very ineloquently- the Lord's Prayer, seems to be a synergy prayer machine (not unlike our Novena, by the way).

The first half, focusing on God, in heaven – (hallowed by THY name, THY kingdom come, THY will be done.)

The second half – on us, on earth (give US this day, forgive US, lead US)

And there is the sentence in the middle that acts as the hinge: On earth as it is in heaven; OR: As in heaven, so below

The first half of the prayer, lays out the aims of the prayer – Let the world be run the way God would have it, and according to much scripture that would mean- caring for the poor, the widow, the orphan, the foreigner, the least of these. Distributive justice. Loving your enemies. We even have scripture that lays out caring for the earth, letting the land rest – leaving part of your crops for the wild animals to eat. It's for all of creation.

I think of the second half of the prayer as “God Getting Us UnStuck”

We need spiritual nourishment, enough to get us through the day. The Eucharist. 

“Forgive us our trespasses”- in scripture, the words sin, trespass and transgression, all have close connotations to the idea of  “debt”.  There is something implied – that we have responsibilities to each other, and that we do not always meet those responsibilities.“Forgive us our debt, as we forgive those who are indebted to us.” In forgiving - God frees us, and we free each other, in order to do better next time, and in order to work together

“Lead us not into temptation” – this can bring to mind the temptations Jesus experienced in the desert. The temptation of greed (in the form of unlimited resources for oneself), worldly recognition and admiration (ego), and an earthly kingdom of domination. All the roadblocks to doing God's work.

This is what is so interesting about the Lord's Prayer. After praying in the 1st half about God's will being done, we then turn around and command God to empower us - Enabling us to carry out the first half of the prayer. There's that synergy. The first half (God's Kingdom) does not happen without our collaboration, but the 2nd half (our empowerment) does not happen without God's collaboration. And so, with God, we pray Una Voce. Pray You Yourself in us.

I took the Lords' Prayer in Matthew and reworded it a bit, as a recap (not for liturgical use).

O God, Head of the Human Family and all creation

May the world be run the way you would have it.

As in heaven, so below.

Give us our spiritual nourishment, to keep us going.

Forgive us our debt, as we forgive those in debt to us, so that we are free to bring your Kingdom.

Lead us from the temptation of greed, ego and domination – so that we do not get distracted from your Holy will.

Earlier I spoke of transcendence. I do think it's important. I think God built that capacity for transcendence in us, as a way to reach us and connect with us. But I don't think it stops there. This prayer that we are so blessed to have, is a vehicle to continue that slow work of God.

I've heard that all prayer is actually resembles the Lord's Prayer in some form, so I thought I would actually end with a bit of that Eastern Orthodox prayer.

* O Lord, grant us to greet the coming day in peace

Help us to rely on your holy will

In every hour of the day, reveal your Will to us.

Give us strength to bear the fatigue of the coming day with all that it shall bring

Direct our will, teach us to pray.

Pray you, yourself in Us.

For to you belong all glory, honor and majesty.

Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.

* "Morning Prayer of Philaret of Moscow" 
