Some Reflections about Frequency and Duration

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, one of the barriers to my affection for God was the rules people had developed about what prayer was to look like. One example of this was hearing inspiring stories about some great saint in the history of the church who would spend four hours in prayer every morning before starting his day. Any inspiration to me from these stories usually only lasted a few minutes.  


I eventually concluded I was measuring my relationship with God on external things rather than internal. I was preoccupied with quantity more than quality. And I was being overly influenced by other people’s spiritual experiences. (Gary Thomas’s book Sacred Pathways confirmed what I had been sensing: we are wired to relate to God in different ways. He describes nine, affirming that my relational pattern with God didn’t have to look like someone else’s.)
 


When I looked at the scriptures, I saw no formal meeting times prescribed by God. There’s no three-times-a-day bowing in the direction of Jerusalem, no daily recitations of the Lord’s Prayer, not even prescribed periods of fasting. There were descriptions, of course, of how David would meet with God “morning and night” (Psalm 92:2) and how Jesus sometimes withdrew “early in the morning.” But none of these are given as “go and do likewise.” 


What stood out to me, however, were the descriptions of a continual, throughout-the-day relationship with God:

· Psalm 16:8 “I have set the Lord always before me.” This is a conscious decision to come into the presence of God throughout the day, setting his ways, his purposes, his truth, his life at the center of our hearts and minds. 

· Ephesians 6:18 “And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.” “All occasions” implies a responsiveness to life’s events, coming to God in every human encounter, every emotional reaction to life, every situation. 1 Thessalonians 5:17—“pray continually”—describes this same condition of constant fellowship with God.


Setting aside regular, planned times for this relationship can be helpful (just as they can be in a marriage relationship), and there are plenty of books available that describe how to make the most of these. But they aren’t the core of the relationship. The core is moment by moment. A morning meeting with God was never meant to “last” for the whole day. And many can testify to the reality that this can quickly “wear off.”


I remember when my children were young I would sometimes seek some solitude in prayer in my den. One of my children came in once to complain about a sibling squabble and my response was to feel somewhat irritated about being interrupted. Later I saw this as a sobering statement on the emptiness of my times with God. Yes, I may have been talking to him. But certainly God’s heart was not being infused into mine. My impatience exposed the self-centeredness of my meetings with him.


God is much more interested in the quality of our meetings than the structure and frequency or duration of them. He’s more interested in the responsiveness of our hearts to his regular knocking than he is about our scheduled meetings with him. 


When I was in college I did a number of things to help bring my mind into conscious fellowship with God. I wore a wooden cross around my neck for awhile, and I wrapped athletic tape around the end of my lacrosse stick to remind me to come to him during practices and games. When I began working as an electrical engineer I used water fountain trips as triggers to come to God, and in a later job it was riding the elevator.


Frank Laubach, missionary and literacy champion, so desired this regular fellowship with God that he made it his aim to have conscious communion with God once every minute (and after much effort, practiced this successfully for many years). But most of us need to start at a slightly different place! 


I would suggest establishing multiple “God connection” points throughout your day to train your heart to come into his presence. These may be mealtimes, showers, work-breaks, car travel time, or waking up and bedtimes—any setting that occurs somewhat routinely that can begin training your mind and heart to “Come” to God throughout your day. 


These may only last 15 seconds, or a minute, or much longer. The goal is not quantity. It’s glorifying God by coming to him. It’s reminding yourself that you’re a disciple of Jesus and that you want his life to be imparted to you. It’s about love and your joy in him! It’s a step into the fullness of the kingdom of God so that you, too, will be saying, “I will set the Lord always before me.”
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