ON SPIRITUAL FRIENDSHIP – by Dom David Foster
1 Peter 3, 18-22
Mark 1, 12 – 15 

I always believed in God, went to Church, tried to live a Christian life and to pray.  But really I have to say that I did not really know Jesus personally, not until much later when I was at university.  I was just thinking what was going on then.  In a way it started when I woke up to the terrifying sense that God was not there.  He had just gone.  But instead of doing what Professor Dawkins has been telling us to do from the London buses, and getting on and enjoying life without him, I was totally convinced that the only way I could be happy was to find him in a way I had never known him before.  

I was lucky.  I realised God had left a very big hole in my heart and I knew that that was where I had to pray again, in the emptiness, and to learn to pray again as never before.  I had to rediscover God as at the heart of my whole being, God who is at the roots of the mystery of everything.  I was lucky.  I had some friends who were very good companions at the time – not especially religious, but they were Catholic (I was not at the time) and they did go to Mass; and they were not fazed by someone like me wanting or needing to take that sort of thing seriously.  With them I began to go to Mass at the Catholic Chaplaincy and to discover a community that could share faith, and try to live it out.  Friendship was very important, and in particular the ones with whom I was able to pray and discuss the Bible and talk over what being Christian meant.  This is not at all to say that I was good.  University was a rather chaotic time, but these friends were what kept me more or less on a good path.  And through them, I began to sense Jesus was there in the middle of it all, that faith was a living thing, something that made me feel alive, and in the end something I realised had to be the centre of my life.  That is what brought me to Downside.

There was something else too.  As a Christian, I had always read the Bible; I even loved it.  But at school I learnt a lot about science, history and literature, and became rather doubtful; I could see that parts of it were great literature, but how could I accept it as the word of God and the basis of living.  Perhaps my closest friend at the time introduced me to a lectio divina.  I realised that the kind of prayer I had learnt, of just being quiet, and opening myself to the source of the mystery of everything, was a way of reading prayerfully, listening to the Bible and listening to myself, and I discovered in this listening space that I was not alone; I realised there was something in my heart that felt the power of the words of the Bible, and that this spirit in me was the same as the Holy Spirit we believe inspires the words of the Bible and makes them the Word of God.  This echo of the Holy Spirit in my spirit was an encounter with Jesus.  It was as if Jesus was almost reading the Bible with me and showing me how my life fitted together in it.  It all depended on faith, of course.  But that is what I had found in my friends and in going to Mass.  

These three things, sharing faith in friendship, in praying with the Bible, and living it out faith, go together.  They are the way we discover Jesus Christ is alive, and enables us to be friends in a really new way.  It is an experience of new life, of something I can share with others – a life which will have to deal with all sorts of questions about myself, how I should live, how God is calling me, but a life I can live in faith, hope, and love – and especially in joy.

Lent is ultimately about Jesus.  It is about trying to open my heart and mind as wide as possible for him, time to think, and to do something about what gets in the way of getting to know Jesus as much as possible, and getting more deeply into his heart and mind.  It is easy to take him for granted and it is perhaps only when we realise he is not there, as I did, that we really begin to understand something about how precious his friendship is.  Of course, it is never too late; it was only the start of my story.  But just remember how important it was for me to have known people like you when it mattered.  
The only important thing in life is to know Jesus, to know that he is alive, that his love is stronger than sin and death, and to be able to say in the joy of Easter: ‘I have seen the Lord’.  
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