“Prayer as Meditation: Spiritual Evaluation”				March 8, 2026				
Good morning! I am Tracy Bonsell, wife to Pastor Andrew and Mom to Noah, Bethany, Ezra Silas, Eden, Phineas, Magdala, and Joel! I am honored to have been asked by the United Women of Faith to share today. Thank you for thinking of me! 
Some of you may know that I love a good chat. Andrew would say I’m VERY chatty, and I admittedly do gauge the goodness of a day on how many words I got to say out loud in it. When I  agreed to this opportunity I kind of thought I would approach the pulpit like I was going to have a good chat with you, but soon realized this is more of a one sided musing and I am praying the  Spirit will encourage each of you today through it! Andrew, this endeavor has given me a greater appreciation for what you do each week and the ways you seek to encourage each of our walks with the Lord!
So, I have always wanted to be a mom. I think that my perceived favorability towards such a role was much to do with how good of a mom I had, and how good of a mom my mom had and how good of a mom my mom’s mom had!... and it goes back at least 3 generations of good, engaged, and loving mothers on my mom’s side, making me think, yeah, I want to do that too. 
Now, in my “wanting” to be a mom, did I think I would mother 8 children? Actually No…
 5? Yes, for some reason I thought 5 kids seemed like a reasonable number, but 8? I admit, I am still a bit surprised that I have been called to mother 8 children. 
A little confession: I often ask the Lord to keep my kids close to your hearts, our church family, as you pray. I ask this because I believe that I am here today because the Lord kept me close to the hearts of my church family when I was a young girl and woman. I would love for my children to bear the same testimony of being protected by the prayers of the humble servants they grew up going to church with. I thank you for your prayers already prayed and for prayers to come.

Okay, My blessings have graciously sent me selfies so we can admire them and thank the Lord for their wellness together. 
First! Here is Noah, 21 years old, a Jr. at North Central University. 
Bethany, 19 years old, Freshman at the University of Rochester, MN. 
Ezra- 14, 8th grade.
Silas- 12, 6th grade.
Eden- 9, 4th grade.
In August of 2016, when we had been here at Forest Hills for about 2 years Eden was added to our crew. I thought she was our caboose, but wait! There’s more! 
Phineas is now 5! He is thriving in Kindergarten. His arrival in 2020 was so timely. He was and has been a joyous gift uniting our family in the midst of the trying years of Covid19. 
Magdala- 3, Our Maggie is home with me and baby Joel who will soon be 1 year old! Happy birthday to Joel on the 22nd this month. 
Can I just say? The number of children a woman bears is not a reflection of her deservedness, holiness or even her unworthiness, though clumsy comments from people can make you question God’s plan, whether you have no children or 8. Instead, I believe if you have children you have been given great, important gifts, but if you do not have children, I can't help but think that you are the gift set apart for the Lord’s delight. 
In my early call to motherhood, I would daydream about how good I would be at mothering. I expected I would be so patient in all circumstances, as obviously -I would be so delighted with my children at all times. (yes, I daydreamed in blanket statements) I expected some training would need to be done, but I also very sincerely believed that a little loving kindness would be all that I needed to offer whenever I bent low to the child's level to correct any wrong doing. It was all very simple. No would mean no, my voice would be musically persuasive, and I would be loved completely just because I was “Mom”.  
Ah…do you hear the harps playing and the birds singing?....ahhh…yeah…that’s niiiice.
My pride wasn’t dashed against the rocks right away, as Noah and Bethany were very sweet to me when I became their step-mom when they were 3 & 5 years old. But…then…how could I have known there would be this invisible line in Ezra’s cereal bowl that his milk inexplicably could not go past without his yowling at me for “doing it wrong”, or that when I had newborn Silas screaming with tummy aches my getting eye to eye with him would be ineffective as. I didn’t know I would become a trampoline when there were 3 or more little ones clamoring to sit on me or that being a mom was hard and thankless and sometimes I just wanted to be alone.
The reality of my call as it turns out is so different than what I thought it would be. The gifts that I thought would serve as strengths have long since been exploited as terrible weaknesses. As it turns out my will is weaker than the wills of nearly every child I have birthed, especially if they are under the age of 3.
So here we are today. With the topic of prayer as meditation.  I have now been a mom for 15.5 years. Instead of a gentle and lovingly persuasive mom with endless patience and humor I am one who feels interrupted by a revolving door of “Sweethearts” (also known as my children) coming to me at all waking hours… (and some sleeping ones), I am chronically distracted by opposing priorities, perceived needs and long to-do lists, I feel befuddled and confuzzled at least 22 times a day by the energy, anecdotes and yes, difficult to interpret words and wills of my offspring. I declare I need this discipline of meditative prayer!

And how precious! You do not need to be a “pulled in all directions” woman or mom to have a call to pray with meditation. Meditative prayer is for everyone who believes, desires to know Jesus, and is set apart as His special gift and delight.
A number of years ago I was invited by some women from Red Rock Camp, to read and discuss what turned out to be quite an impactful book from the 17th century, authored by a Catholic woman named Madame Jeanne Guyon entitled: Experiencing the Depths of Jesus Christ.
At the start of the study Noah was a senior in high school and Maggie was a mere 6 week old infant. It was a trying season, in the dead of winter with many viruses being shared between our household of 9 people. Noah’s mind was preparing to “fly the coop” and he was going through the growing pains that often accompany graduation year. Some things had come up that were proving difficult for Noah to process, and these, on top of his trying to figure what to do after high school, but not wanting to admit, what is now obvious: that he had no clue what he should be next, was wearing on him and worrying me. As he was going through these trials, I was sleepless with newborn baby Maggie who cried a lot and loved to be held, specifically by ME. 
I was really struggling, but also not wanting to admit to anyone that my abundant and blessed life felt so overwhelming or that with our newest baby, I wasn’t sure how long I could take the chaos of our “new normal”.
My goodness, I was too tired, too distracted, too interrupted, too busy staying afloat to even know how to help Noah, or survive the extreme hormonal shifts and sleeplessness I was going through. To say the least, I felt far from Jesus. 
So here I was, depleted to say the least, and invited into a book study of a woman I knew nothing about. I came to learn Madame Guyon was married at 16 to a much older and reportedly difficult man. She was left a widow at 28 years old. After her trying husband’s passing she devoted her days to experiencing and knowing Jesus through prayer to writing encouragement and instruction to believers on how they could also experience and know Jesus in a deep way. She was no stranger to hardship in her lifetime and was even imprisoned many times by the catholic church for concerns that her writings undermined the church’s authority. Despite her suffering she continued to write to express adoration for her Lord and to encourage others in their relationships with Jesus. 
I was to learn from a reliable source  (Pastor David) :) that Madame Guyon was a Christian Mystic. This may not be a new term for you, but it was unfamiliar to me. Pastor David reassured me that mystics were about personally encountering Jesus through prayer, contemplation and surrender.  And to be sure, Guyon was a Christian who sought and taught intimacy with Jesus  and union with the Spirit through her practice of deep internal prayer, reading Scripture, and surrender. She taught that anyone who believes can experience this fellowship with Jesus! 
Until I read this book, meditation was really a New Age-y practice of emptying your mind and centering your self, I think grounding, might be a word? My mom actually warned me about meditating based on the New Age practice, saying it’s never a good idea to empty your mind. 🙂
 Now, is it just me or does anyone else imagine a meditating person as a lady who wears loose flowing garb, big dangling earrings, has long curly hair that does what it wants under a bright colored scarf. She has a way of sounding profound whenever she opens her mouth and gives the impression that nothing can disturb her inner peace…But no! Meditation is actually for Christians! It is as usual distinct from other religions' practice of meditation and I will expound on that later in this message.
When I was in such a state, reading the book Experiencing the Depths of Jesus Christ was a wonderful help to me. The offer she had summarized in her book was that through meditation- Believers can have closeness with Jesus, edification into His likeness, food and nourishment for their soul, and the ability to suffer in patient love for God and in honor of the Cross.

Imagine frazzled me reading these words:
“If you are thirsty, come to the living waters. Do not waste your precious time digging wells that have no water in them (John 7:37; Jeremiah 2:13)
If you are starving and can find nothing to satisfy your hunger, then come. Come, and you will be filled.
You who are poor, come.
You who are afflicted, come.

You who are weighted down with your load of wretchedness and your load of pain, come. You will be comforted!

You who are sick and need a physician, come. Don’t hesitate because you have diseases. Come to your lord and show Him all your diseases, and they will be healed!

Come!

Dear child of God, Your Father has His arms of love open wide to you. Throw yourself into His arms. You who have strayed and wandered away as sheep, return to your Shepherd. You who are sinners, come to your Savior.”

She goes on to ask the reader, “Do you desire to know the Lord in a deep way?” She further states God has made such a walk possible by means of His Holy Spirit dwelling within His believers and by prayer. 

Indeed, I desired to know the Lord in a deep way. I began to practice her exercises based on my belief that “We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.” 1 John 4:13 
In that difficult winter, I was able to quiet the frantic prayers and actually read Scripture. I came to recite John 16:33 “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

I still remember how our family prayed and how we all saw the Lord sustain and direct Noah. Maggie remained clingy and a bit ferocious despite her dainty little face, but it didn’t take her many more weeks to start sleeping through the night, a mercy and a sustaining game changer. 

This gift of rest is even more significant when contrasted with how Joel Baby is still liking to have a quick chat with me between 3:30 and 4:30 am here at 11 months. I know Maggie did not have to start sleeping through the night in that season, but thank you Lord, she did.

I was also able to admit to the Lord in quiet meditation how I was struggling and He comforted me through increasing my awareness of His presence. His help with Noah felt so reassuring to me, highlighting that I had put overwhelming pressure on myself as though I was ever the one to give my children breath, transform their characters or offer them perfect love. The fruit of that season was good. I realized: It is not me, but Christ in me that I can even hope to be a good mom. Love, kindness, and patience aren’t talents, or personal strengths I happen to have or to be good at. They are the fruit of the Spirit! I cannot just have “patience” if I do not seek the Word, the One, who produces these fruit!  

Today, as I continue in my practice of meditation and prayer, I do not pray to Jesus with fear or panic. When a concern keeps nagging at me and I recognize the worry, I have been blessed to tag team with Andrew so I can step away from my sweethearts in order to have a moment alone with the Lord.

When I am feeling far from the Lord, I meditate. I start with stillness, blissful for me: quiet. I slow my breathing. As I sit in stillness it is my intent to turn my thoughts to the presence of the Lord’s dwelling within my soul. I turn to a passage of Scripture and read it slowly as a way to know the Spirit who lives in me. Reading Scripture slowly without the agenda of “study”  is nourishment for my soul. 
We have recently had sermons on how to pray Scripture to declare God’s promises back to Him, but this reading is different, we aren’t talking or declaring. We are reading, pondering, reflecting and seeking the presence of Christ. Sometimes I still need to say what is bothering me, I might write it out, or say it out loud. But as I have learned to meditate, awareness of the Lord's presence reduces the worries and I often end up praising Him and thanking Him for helping me surrender my life back to Him. Madame Guyon describes the presence of the Lord as found within your spirit, by faith, in the recess of your being. 

I just love this.

We might not meditate because it is hard to articulate let alone teach. How often do we think about having Christ’s Spirit living within us? I mean on one hand, how can we ever forget this amazing and distinct Christian teaching? This mystery that the Spirit dwells within us? But, Jesus said John 14: 23, “if anyone loves me he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.”  I believe this! 

Romans 8:31- is amazing to declaring : nothing can separate us from Christ because of the Spirit!
Paul writes in Romans 8:31- “What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all- how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those who God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died- more than that, who was raised to life- is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.”

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors though him who loves us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 


Again, this teaching is a mystery! But be assured, no matter your standing, your well being, your struggles, the Lord is full of grace. He desires to reveal Himself to you in such a way that keeps you returning to seek more of His presence. This is not a pursuit to experience condemnation. It is a humble, quiet, offer from our hospitable house guest. He is not rude or self seeking, but rather full of grace, knowing the war that rages between our flesh and spirit. He quietly offers fellowship with Him through the discipline of meditation.
I now know that hard days do not need to silence motherhood's harps or singing birds. The hard days are my reminder that my reality is better than my daydream because Christ has entered my reality and is walking me through an impossible call. The call to know and raise up my lovely little children is secondary to the call that I share with you church: to fellowship with our Savior through His Word, Prayer, and prayerful mediation. 


I John 4:4 “You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.”

Precious gifts, set apart for the delight of the Lord, it is my hope that you know the depth of fellowship with the Lord from the power of his Spirit dwelling within you. I hope that prayer as meditation increases your experiences of being with the Lord and trusting Him more fully each day!
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