
Practicing the Presence
As I write, I am in the midst of the festival of Hanukkah and I have been reflecting on its 
importance and purpose. From a worldly point of view, Hanukkah is often known as the Jewish 
Christmas as it falls near to Christmas and it is now common for Jewish children to receive gifts. 
From a Biblical standpoint the only mention of Hanukkah in the Bible is John 10:22. This verse 
makes reference to Hanukkah as the “Feast of Dedication”. For those not familiar with the story, 
Hanukkah could not have appeared in the Old Testament as the events remembered during the 
festival took place in the roughly 400 years between the end of the Old Testament and the 
beginning of the New. At that time, Israel was under the control of warring empires. Caught up 
in changing political alliances in 167 BC, Jerusalem was attacked, the temple was looted and 
worship was halted. Worse than this, the invading King erected an altar to Zeus in the Temple 
and sacrificed pigs on it. This provoked a furious response from the pious Jews of the day and 
they revolted.  

The fighting lasted many months but eventually the Temple was 
liberated and the process of preparing it for renewed worship 
began. A new altar was built and new holy vessels made. 
However, only one flask of the consecrated olive oil that burned 
in the Menorah was found. The process of making new oil was 
lengthy and the Lord’s command was that the Menorah must 
burn continually (Lev 24:2). Miraculously, despite the oil not 
being enough to fuel the Menorah for any length of time, the 
lamps did not go out during the eight days it took to make new 
oil.  

What really strikes me about Hanukkah is how passionately the Jewish people have kept a 
remembrance of God’s miraculous work all the way up until the present day. This is not the only 
miracle God has done as a sign to His people; it is not even the only miraculous provision of oil, 
as we read in 2 Kings 4. But what makes this miracle so important is that it came at a time of 
national crisis and the miracle confirmed what the Menorah symbolised, God’s presence with 
His people. For a downtrodden people whose zeal for God had lead them to take on one of the 
greatest empires of their day, the fact that God had confirmed His presence with them with this 
miracle must have been very sweet.  

From the beginning, the presence of God has been the cornerstone of the people of God. As 
the Israelites journeyed out from Egypt they followed the presence of God as a pilar of cloud by 
day and a pilar of fire by night. Numbers 2 describes how the whole people of Israel would 
arrange themselves around God’s presence in the Tabernacle as they camped. Moses used the 
silver trumpets to move the people, with the Tabernacle in the centre, as they journeyed 
(Numbers 10). It was God’s presence with them that marked them out to the surrounding 
nations as God’s particular people (Numbers 14:13-14). And it was God’s presence that 
confirmed to the Israelites their calling and identity as a nation, separated by God to serve Him.   

Exodus 33:12-16 
Then Moses said to the Lord, “See, You say to me, ‘Bring up this people.’ But You have not let 
me know whom You will send with me. Yet You have said, ‘I know you by name, and you have 
also found grace in My sight.’ Now therefore, I pray, if I have found grace in Your sight, show me
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now Your way, that I may know You and that I may find grace in Your sight. And consider that 
this nation  is  Your people.” And He said,  “My Presence will go  with you,  and I will give 
you rest.” Then he said to Him, “If Your Presence does not go with us, do not bring us up from 
here.  For how then will it be known that Your people and I have found grace in Your 
sight, except You go with us? So we shall be separate, Your people and I, from all the people 
who are upon the face of the earth.”  

For any follower of Jesus today, the presence of God should be our guiding light. In the 
Gospels Jesus taught His disciples to abide in Him as the source of life and growth (John 15).  
But what was very easy when Jesus dwelled physically on earth was about to become more 
tricky as He ascended to the right hand of the Father. So Jesus prepared His disciples by leaving 
them with a promise. 

John 14:15-18  
“If you love Me,  keep My commandments. And I will pray the Father, and He will give you 
another Helper, that He may abide with you forever— the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 
receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with 
you and will be in you. I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you. 

The Holy Spirit is God in us 24/7 and staying tuned into His presence in us and His leading of us  
should be of primary concern to us. How often do we let the busyness and the noisiness of this 
world crowd out His voice? I often find quietness, solitude and worship as the best ways in 
which I hear His voice, yet as the father of two small boys this type of space with God is a luxury! 
It is normal for us to live very busy, very full lives and although making time for space with God 
should be a priority we should not wait for those moments or see our jobs or family as an 
obstacle to enjoying God’s presence.  

Nicolas Herman, a frenchman born in 1614, lived an unremarkable life. His poverty lead him to 
soldiering and an injury lead him to becoming a valet. During this time he heard God’s call and 
became a monk. Taking the name of Lawrence, he served in the kitchens of a priory in Paris for 
the rest of his life. During these years in the kitchen, he chose to seek God’s presence in every 
moment. In his words it was, “practicing the presence of God in one single act that does not 
end.” Brother Lawrence left behind a legacy in the conversations he had and the letters he 
wrote. These were gathered after his death and published under the title “The Practice of the 
Presence of God”. Lawrence’s life of work and the busyness he experienced in a kitchen feeding 
hundreds a day is something which relates well to our modern lives. Yet he had this to say, “the 
time of busyness does not with me differ from the time of prayer; in the noise and clatter of my 
kitchen, while several persons are at the same time calling for different things, I possess God in 
as great tranquility as if I were upon my knees before the Sacrament”.  

Differences of doctrine aside, his intentionality in seeking God’s presence is what shines 
through. If we wish to dwell more closely in God, we must give our will over to Him as we seek 
and hear His voice day by day. As we light the Hanukkah lights or as we celebrate Christmas and 
Emanuel-God with us, let us make it our practice to seek God’s presence in every moment of 
everyday, trusting Jesus’ words to be true, “I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you”.
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