My talk today will be focused around a prayer, a prayer my daughter, Carolyn, introduced me to. This is the prayer.

“Days pass, and the years vanish, and we walk sightless among miracles.  Lord, fill our eyes with seeing and our minds with knowing.  Let there be moments when Your presence, like lightening, illumines the darkness in which we walk.  Help us to see, wherever we gaze, that the bush burns unconsumed.  And we, clay touched by God, will reach out for holiness and exclaim in wonder, “How filled with awe is this place and we did not know it”.  Amen.  

“Days pass, and the years vanish”.  I thought this was a particularly fitting beginning to a talk given on the first Sunday of a New Year.  So many times we say “Is it already 2010?”  “The millennium, 2000, doesn’t seem so long ago.”  “Time flies”.  “They grow up so quickly” We say these things so often they sound banal.  But it is good to remind ourselves that our life on earth is fleeting.  Because I often live my life as if I was never going to die, that there will always be time, someday, to do some things I want to, or I should do.   But that isn’t true, of course.  

How would you spend today if you knew you were going to die tomorrow?  It is not practical, nor am I advising that your whole life should be based on such a premise.  But I do think it is a good idea to let that thought cross your mind once in a while.  

I’m going to tell you a true story, which happened in Montreal recently, and which some of you might know about.  

On October 20, 2009 Alexandre La Costa played a violin at the Berri-UQAM metro station, starting at 3:20 in the afternoon, a busy time when classes at UQAM are finishing and the rush hour is beginning.  Alexandre La Costa is a world famous violinist.  Two days before, he had played before two thousand people, at a well known concert hall in Seville, Spain.  The violin that he was playing at the metro station was a Stradivarius that was made in 1727, and as you might know, is probably worth several million dollars.  He played pieces by Kreisler, Tchaikovsky, Bach, and the theme from Schindler’s List.  He played for 50 minutes.  This was an experiment, and some journalists were watching.  
Hundreds of people walked by.  Most people didn’t even look.  If they did, they looked quickly and turned away.  Because if you pay too much attention, you feel you’ll need to give something.  One stooped, rather disheveled and poorly dressed older woman turned and gave a few coins.  The reporter went up to her and asked her why she had given?  “For da musik” she said, with a thick European accent.  After a while, another woman in her 40s gave a loonie.  The reporter asked her what she thought of the music.  It turned out she was a music teacher.  But when she was told he was a world class musician, and this was an experiment she said, with refreshing candor, “Honestly, I didn’t notice that he was anything special.  I just like to encourage young musicians, so I gave on principle.”  One young girl, 21 years old and a student in political science and communications stopped.  She listened, then texted some friends to get over as fast as they could to the Berri UQAM metro, because there was an incredible musician playing there.   They listened until the end of the concert.  A few others stopped as well.  At the end of the 50 minutes, there were about 6 people listening, who applauded.    Meanwhile, probably more than a 1000 people, some likely with a quite sophisticated knowledge of music, had walked right by.  La Costa had collected a total of 8 dollars and 68 cents.  
“We walk sightless among miracles.”  This story is such a vivid illustration of this.  How many other miracles have each of us walked by?  What to do about it?  

The Bible has many references to our inability to see the manifestations of the Divine.  I haven’t made an exhaustive list of them, but I will mention two passages which relate to the prayer that is the theme for this talk.  

The first is the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus.  It is found in Luke 24: 13-34.  You probably all know it, but to summarize, it is shortly after the death of Jesus.  There is a rumor that there is a resurrection, but it is only a rumor and seems highly improbable to any sensible person.  Two disciples are walking towards Emmaus, and talking about the events in Jerusalem, in particular the crucifixion of Jesus.  Jesus meets them on the road “but they were kept from recognizing him”.  To their surprise, this stranger doesn’t seem to have heard of the events in Jerusalem, so they update him.  They then walk and talk together and Jesus expounds on the scriptures about the necessary suffering of Christ.  They sit down to eat together, and it is only after they give thanks, and begin to eat together, that their “eyes were opened”.  
I admit to being puzzled by this passage.  Who kept them from recognizing him?  The implication in the passage is that God kept them from recognizing Jesus.  Why did He not want them to recognize Jesus?  And then God opened their eyes, presumably when He judged the time right.  It discourages me a bit because it sounds like there’s not much WE can do about it.  God will open and close our eyes.  It seems passive and fatalistic.  It does, though, fit with our theme prayer “Lord, fill our eyes with seeing and our minds with knowing”.  It is not a New Year’s resolution that we are going to do better at opening our eyes this year.  It is a request to God to do this in us.  
On my second or third time reading this passage about the road to Emmaus, wondering if there was ANY role for the disciples in getting their own eyes open, I realized that there were two things they did.   
The first is the amount of time they spent with him.  It’s not clear exactly how much time, but the passage sounds like it was probably at least several hours, and perhaps most of the day.  Certainly the end of the day had nearly come by the time they got to Emmaus.  The second is the amount of listening they did.  Again, it doesn’t tell us precisely, but when it says “Beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself”, it sounds like they had to listen to quite a lot.   

And I think the disciples did have a choice.  They could have said to this stranger on the road “Hello, nice to meet you, we wish you a good trip, and I hope you understand that we need to get to Emmaus fairly quickly”.  They could also have done most of the talking, rather than the listening.  They were the ones who were knowledgeable about what had happened in Jerusalem – this stranger needed to be brought up to date.  And of course, I don’t know, but I wonder if their eyes would have been opened if they had done either or both of those things.
“Help us to see, wherever we gaze, that the bush burns unconsumed”.  This, of course, is a reference to Moses and the burning bush, from Exodus Chapter 3.  “Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law,  and he . . .came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush.  Moses saw that though the bush was on fire, it did not burn up.  So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight – why the bush does not burn up.”  When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!”  And Moses said “Here I am.”   

I saw the same theme of “taking time” in this passage.  First of all Moses would have had to watch for a few minutes to realize that the bush wasn’t being consumed.  And then Moses had to decide to go over and take a closer look.  In fact, it sounds from the passage that God speaking to him was conditional on this – “When the Lord saw that he gone over to look, (THEN) God called to him. . .”   What would have happened if Moses hadn’t taken the time to walk over?  
Of course, Moses lived in a very different world.  Tending a flock of sheep in BC 2000 can’t possibly have had the same time pressures as we have now.  Same with the disciples – they had time, after all, to WALK the seven miles to Emmaus.  But for them, just as much as for us “Days pass and the years vanish”.  What if you were to die tomorrow?  What would you take the time to do today?  What or who would you listen to today?   If people had taken some time, and really listened, would they have missed the performance by La Costa?  
And that really, is what I want you to remember from this talk.  For those of you who know me well, it may seem odd that this comes from me – I who seem to have no time, I who feel under pressure to use every moment efficiently, I who probably work 60 to 70 hours a week at my job, and still have home and church activities.  So this is really a message to myself, and I am just sharing it with you.  

Remember the message that we used for our invitations to our Christmas eve service?  Two of the lines were “Find the time.” “Listen”.  Because maybe then, “ . . . we, clay touched by God, will reach out for holiness and exclaim in wonder, “How filled with awe is this place and we did not know it”.   
