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Ancient Practices: Fixed-Hour Prayer

Daniel 6:10-13; Matthew 6:5-8

Sunday, February 15, 2009

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I was reading an article by Tullian Tchividjian where he tells the story of going to a colleague’s office in his church to tell him that the format for morning devotions was going to change. The colleague asked what was going to change, and Tullian told him that they were going to begin observing the morning office of prayer. To which his colleague responded, “I have no idea what the heck that is!”

For the most part, we don’t either. We may have been life-long members of the church, but in our circles fixed hour prayer is not a common commodity. Maybe we have heard the verbiage before. Maybe we have heard the terms “daily offices” or “divine hours.” But for the most part, if we have any inkling of it at all, it conjures up images of monks, and it sounds very Catholic. And quite honestly, it is very catholic, not with a capital “C” but with a small “c,” meaning “universal.” It is practiced not only in Christendom, but in all the Abrahamic faiths. It is finding a foot hold again in 21st century Christendom, even among protestants, and perhaps especially among postmodern protestants. With all of the cultural changes taking place as a result of the postmodern condition, with the search for meaning that comes in the mystical, with a longing for purposeful communion, a recovery of fixed-hour prayer may be just what the doctor ordered as we search for community and a connection with the past, present, and perhaps even the future. There is a longing lurking in our souls seeking community and completeness, and maybe a return to ancient spiritual practices is an avenue to that sense of wholeness.

That’s what we are looking at this season of Lent and in these weeks as we approach Lent – some of the ancient practices, some of the long-standing spiritual disciplines that have sustained the church and sustained the faithful throughout the millennia. We listed them last week. There are seven traditional spiritual practices. They are fixed-hour prayer, fasting, Sabbath, the sacred meal, pilgrimage, observance of sacred seasons, and giving.

Last week we consider Lectio Divina, or “holy reading” – a way to approach daily Scripture reading, which I am afraid we may have marred forever by making the analogy of ruminating on Scripture like a cow ruminates on its cud. But it did make the point. Lectio Divina really isn’t one of the original spiritual disciplines, but it has been around almost as long as the Church itself. The other two that we will look at in some detail are fasting, and of course today’s topic, fixed-hour prayer.
So what is fixed-hour prayer? First of all I am saying “fixed”-hour prayer; “fixed” with an “f” as in “frank.” The reason I want to point that out is that last week someone came to me after the service and said, “I am glad I finally saw it in print, because every time you said ‘fixed-hour prayer’ what I heard was ‘six hours of prayer,’ and I wasn’t sure how I was going to fit that into my schedule, let alone stay awake for it.” 
Put simply, when we talk about observing fixed-hour prayer, all we are saying is that, from Abraham and all the faiths that emanated from his seed (Islam, Judaism, and Christianity), from the ancient times on down to the present day, it has been a mark of spirituality to set aside certain fixed times during the day for prayer.

Centuries before the arrival of Christ, the psalmist wrote, “Seven times a day do I praise you”, making specific reference to fixed hour prayer (119:164). And in our Scripture reading this morning from Daniel, the very thing that landed him in the lion’s den was his commitment to keeping the daily offices of prayer. The story tells us that three times a day Daniel retreated to his room, opened his window towards Jerusalem, got down on his knees, and prayed to his God.

We also know that by the time Rome had established its empire across the world of its day, the Jews, who had been removed from the Promised Land and dispersed throughout the Roman Empire, longed for days gone by when they would gather as a community to pray at fixed hours during the day. So, in order to satisfy that longing for community, wherever Jews would find themselves, they would stop at those fixed hours during the day and pray, knowing that throughout the Roman Empire there were fellow Jews praying with them at the same time and praying the same prayers. So, while physically they were separated, by observing the fixed hours of prayer, spiritually they were united once again in community.

It is also interesting to note that after Pentecost when the band of Jesus’ followers became the Church, the first detailed miracle by the apostles – healing of the lame man on the temple steps by Peter and John – occurred where and when it did because two devout Christians were on their way to the temple for mid-afternoon prayers, more specifically for the ninth hour prayers (Acts 3:1). And while we don’t know the exact content of these early prayers, we do know that they were fixed prayers that had come down to them from the traditional worship practices of Israel.

The Early church fathers carried on this spiritual discipline of keeping, what they came to call, “the divine hours.” And while we don’t know the particular details of their practice, we do know that they normally observed prayers in the early morning (prime), at 9 a.m. (terce), noon (sext), 3 p.m. (none), 6 p.m. (vespers), and before bed (compline).

We also know that, while these prayers could be said in a group or alone, they were never individualistic in nature. They prayed the prayers that had been passed down to them from earlier saints. Every Christian was to observe these particular prayers and no one was allowed to create new ones. This did not mean that they never said their own words in prayer. They did. But during these fixed hours of prayer they willingly joined hands with other Christians around the world and all those who had lived and died before them by praying the same thing that those before them had prayed.

As I mentioned last week, because of historical movements such as the Enlightenment, which has encouraged moderns to lose the mystical for “factual” knowledge, we modern Protestants left behind some of these spiritual practices. But perhaps more detrimentally, it has led us to make spirituality an individual pursuit and we have lost our vision of being part of a community. So, for many of us, when we talk about salvation, it consists solely in having a personal relationship with Jesus. It’s all about our individual standing before God. It’s all about a personal decision that we make in our hearts. And while all of these things are true, good, and right, they are incomplete. When these things are considered outside the context of community and our relationship, not only to Christ, but his church, we are out of step with God’s intended purposes for the people of God. God intends salvation and sanctification to be, not only individual, but communal as well.

The good news is, there seems to be an obvious longing, not just in the church, but in our culture across the board, for a recovery of community. People are beginning to realize just how important community is. They find that they are increasingly lonely in a world that has isolated the individual from a surrounding community. Why do you think Facebook is so popular? Now that may not be community as some of us remember community. But it is community.

So it seems that the recent push in our culture for community paves the way for the ancient practice of keeping the “divine hours”. Because when we practice fixed-hour prayer, we find ourselves amidst God’s larger community of saints, past, present, and future, who have prayed, are praying, or one day will pray these very prayers at these set times. And so, in keeping the “divine hours” we join with the multitudes of God’s people throughout time offering to God the praises and prayers of our faith and our hearts.

Now, for those who would like to experience a time of fixed-hour prayer, tonight at 7:00 PM, right here in this sanctuary, we are going to move through vespers, or evensong. It will only take about 10 or 15 minutes of your time, after which we will let the youth go off and do their thing, and for those who might want to talk more about fixed-hour prayer, I will stick and around and we can converse for a while. But for fair warning, I am only a novice myself.

The general pattern that has evolved for the fixed-hour, daily office, divine hours, includes the following elements:

Call to Praise and Prayer

Hymn or Act of Praise

Prayer for the Day or Hour

Psalter and Gloria

Scripture

Canticle

Prayers (including the Lord’s Prayer)

Concluding Hymn, Prayer and/or Sending Forth.

While it is not six hours of prayer, you might be thinking to yourself, “how can I find the room or rhythm in my day to stop six times – early in the morning, mid morning, noon, mid afternoon, evening, and before I go to bed to move through the order of prayers and hymns?” (For some monastics, it was seven times a day, because there was an hour that was essentially in the middle of the night that they would rise to pray.)

Well, there is a tradition that developed called the people’s hours. They were the two divine hours that the typical layperson could probably keep – morning hours and evening hours. The rest were called monastic hours. As the name implies, they were the hours the monks – those who committed themselves to a life of prayer – would keep. It is sort of like: “these are professional people folks, please do not try this at home.”

This Lent, and perhaps beyond, I invite you into community by practicing fixed-hour prayer. We will find or point to resources that will help you to participate. Phyllis Tickle has some books out to help pray the daily offices. There is even an order in the United Methodist Church called The Order of St. Luke, which has books to help one pray the daily offices. There are even online resources. One that I often go to online is the Mission of St. Clare.

And for those of us who rarely find ourselves in an order of prayer outside of Sunday morning, you don’t have to do all six or seven fixed hours. Maybe you only do one, morning, noon, or evening; or a combination of the three. The point is, make time every day to stop long enough to remember that you are a child of God. Remember that your existence relies upon God, and that you are part of something bigger than yourself. You are a part of a community of faith.

I pray that it be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
THE ANCIENT FUTURE CHURCH:

Sunday, February 15, 2009, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

FIXED-HOUR PRAYER


First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 4

