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There is a long tradition in the Methodist Church of holding a covenant service at the beginning of every year.    This booklet of reflections on the prayer is designed to be read as part of your morning or evening devotions every day of the week leading up to the covenant service.
These devotions are nothing more than my thoughts on the words of the covenant prayer.  The words might mean something more - or something different to you.  I have included a “respond” section for each day, you may choose different ways to respond to the words, you’re welcome to do so.
Someone has described poetry as “word under pressure;” another figure of speech I have heard about words is:  “Those words have a real sense of gravity.”  The Methodist Covenant Service is a service in which we say pressurised words with gravity.  Words like “I am no longer my own, but yours.”  Words with consequence like “let me be employed for you or laid aside for you.”  “Let me have all things, let me have nothing.”  I hope this preparation will help us to think through the meaning of these words, so that we can say them to God in a way that reflects the thoughts of our hearts.
For interest, below are some excerpts from John Wesley’s (the founder of the Methodist Church) journal, reflecting on his experience of covenant services in which he participated: 

Sun. JANUARY 1, 1775. — We had a larger congregation at the renewal of the Covenant than we have had for many years; and I do not know that ever we had a greater blessing. Afterwards many desired to return thanks, either for a sense of pardon, for full salvation, or for a fresh manifestation of his grace, healing all their backslidings.
Sun. JANUARY 2, 1780. — We had the largest congregation at the renewal of our covenant with God, which ever met upon the occasion; and we were thoroughly convinced, that God was not departed from us. He never will, unless we first depart from him.

Sat. JANUARY 1, 1785. — Whether this be the last or no, may it be the best year of my life! Sunday, 2. A larger number of people were present this evening at the renewal of our covenant with God, than was ever seen before on the occasion.

    —John Wesley's Journal, Works of Wesley 

The Covenant prayer is included in this work book as a book mark for you to keep to remind you of the commitment which you will make at the covenant service.

Monday
I am no longer my own, but yours…
…I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.
Reflect:

These phrases bracket the covenant prayer; they sum up what it’s all about.  First:  Acknowledging that we belong to God; Second:  Surrendering to God what is rightfully God’s.  As we pray we surrender every aspect of our being… our status, our wealth, our vocation or profession, even our spiritual and physical well being.  This sounds incredibly harsh - if we surrender everything to God, where will we end up?
The truth about surrendering to God is that the God revealed in Jesus Christ is a God who loves us more than we can understand or imagine.  Surrendering to God, the highest power in the universe, the one who created us from the inside out, who not only knows our hopes, dreams and fears better than we do, but knows our circumstances; is perfectly sensible.  God’s love, and God’s knowledge; means that God not only wants what’s best for us (God’s love) but God also knows what’s best for us (God’s knowledge) even though it might not seem like it at the time.
A saying which I once heard has stuck with me, and been a great help as I have tried to follow God’s call:  
“God’s love will never take me where God’s grace can not provide for me.”

Respond:
Prayer of surrender: Take a few moments to pray.  Sitting upright with your hands on your knees, face your palms upwards.  In your imagination place all the things which you hold on to into your palms, your family, your career, your status… everything that you consider to be a part of you.  Spend some time allowing God to prompt you as to what it is you should be surrendering to him.  Breathe in.  As you breathe out, turn your hands over - imagine all of these things falling into the hands of God.  Say the words of the covenant prayer above.  Repeat this exercise a few times - as you feel led.
Tuesday

Put me to what you will, 
rank me with whom you will; 

Reflect:
Its good to have a high self esteem, a healthy sense of self esteem comes from a healthy understanding of your relationship to God:  God’s beloved child.  That is how I believe God sees us, whether we agree to it or not, whether we are difficult children or obedient children - God sees us as God’s beloved children.  From this knowledge, that we are God’s children, we can draw the courage to stand - wherever God chooses to rank us.  A friend of mine sent me an SMS the other day:  “A person, who kneels in the presence of God, may stand in the presence of anyone.”  This knowledge gives us the courage to stand up for what is right - even if that sometimes means confronting a senior colleague, or speaking out against government policies.  As God’s beloved children we can have tremendous confidence to go to places where previously we were afraid.
Being a child of God also means that we share this privilege with an incredibly wide human family - perhaps with anyone who has ever prayed the “Our Father…”  The challenge is that the prisoner, who prays in his/her cell, is our brother or sister; people who are affected by HIV and AIDS are a part of our family, the squatter in a leaky cold shack, and even those who are radically different to us, the most discriminated against whom we can think of - they are a part of our family.  God often calls us to minister (all of us, not just the officially qualified) in places where we are least comfortable, to the people that we are least comfortable with… because that is often where we would truly find Christ.
Respond:
Who would you least like to be ranked with?
Ask God to remind you that these people with whom you would rather not be ranked are God’s own children - your brothers and sisters.
Ask God to help you to surrender to his will - if you are sent - will you go?
Repeat the prayer of surrender from Monday’s devotion.
Wednesday

put me to doing, 
put me to suffering; 

Reflect:

The words of the Lord’s Prayer, “lead us not into temptation” may be translated as “deliver us from the time of trial.”  The time of trial is a time when one’s faith is tested - when the call to be a Christian is so difficult that we might just give up.  For some of the early Christians the time of trial was persecution for the faith.  Today we do not face much persecution at all - the time of trial however is still there; the temptation to choose an easy path when God calls us along a difficult one.  The temptation to give up when pursuing our faith in prayer and in action seems too difficult.
Doing things demands energy, maybe a bit of what we might class as suffering in our modern age of convenience… think how we moan when the power goes out, when we can’t watch our favourite program on television or when we have to go out of our way for someone else.  Doing is inconvenient.  Doing demands sacrifice, on many levels - emotional, physical, financial etc.  Doing is not always easy.  When we ask God to put us to doing, we will probably end up suffering a little, the strange thing is that when we suffer - even a little - for God, the reward is always great joy; even if it might not seem like it at the time.
Respond:

Sometimes I know I act as if I am doing God a big favour - when really, what I am doing is only a small thing - how can we do the small things which God calls us to do - without resentment - but rather with great joy, in the knowledge that we are serving him?
What inconvenient things is God calling you to do at the moment?

Before you lose courage, make yourself accountable for doing those things - if it’s to help at a charity organisation, phone them and give them your number.  If it’s to do something for someone - make the commitment (be sure to only make commitments you will actually keep.)  If you want to help out with something at church, phone the office and leave your name and number.
Thursday

let me be employed for you 
or laid aside for you, 
exalted for you or brought low for you; 

Reflect:

We began this week with "I am no longer my own but yours."  The key to this part of the covenant, the theme of this whole prayer is the phrase: "for you" it is the idea of learning to live your life not for yourself, but completely and utterly for God, and in God..  

Reading these heavy words 'employed' and 'laid aside' make me anxious...  I like to be busy, I like to be useful - in a way I feel that I need to be needed. It makes ME feel important when people phone me late at night, when there are deadlines to meet and I work late at the computer.  I feel important when my wife needs me to help open the mayonnaise or jam jar - I feel needed.

Reading about, and talking to people has made me realise that many people share this need, and it’s not actually always such a bad thing.  It is a part of our built in need to be in relationship with people.  We have a very human need to be a part of a community; as humans, we live to serve.  But balance in all things is important - we sometimes need to check our need to be needed.  Husbands sometimes feel quite insecure when their wives earn more than they do.  Parents feel a bit unneeded (and relieved) when their children leave home and start to earn money for themselves and make their own decisions.
What God wants us to check in ourselves is the thought that we are indispensable.  The discipline of Sabbath keeping serves as an outward sign that God will provide, that we place the care of those we love - not solely in our own hands - but in the hands of an infinitely capable, and loving God.  As a minister, if I work on my Sabbath day (Monday) I feel that I am saying to God (through my actions) that I don’t think he can actually look after the church himself. 
Respond:
Using the hands up, hands down prayer mentioned on day 1, try to place the things that keep you worried (even on the Sabbath) in God’s hands.
Commit yourself to taking a break - placing your life in completely in God’s hands at least once a week.  Resist the urge to be busy - to talk a lot, to make things, to cook… rest in God for a while.
Friday

let me be full, let me be empty; 
let me have all things, let me have nothing;  

Reflect:
As I read the covenant prayer again and again, I sometimes can’t believe that I have actually prayed it before.  These words are bomb shells.  They are words of incredible commitment to God.  In saying these words we are breaking with the habit of telling God to do things for us, and on top of that, telling God what to do.  They are words of surrender and not of demand and control.
So much of our relationship with God is ‘give me; give me, give me…’  A friend of mine once told me that he had previously thought of God as a kind of great big Disprin in the sky - something you could call on to take away your headaches.  Others have spoken of thinking of God as a great big candy machine, you put some money in and you get a treat.  
The truth is:  God does bless us, and that blessing is abundant, but that blessing remains whether we have all that we want, or we have nothing…  As a minister I have the strange privilege of walking with some of the wealthiest people in the country and some of the poorest.  In the morning I might visit a squatter’s shack and in the evening a millionaire’s mansion.  The level of joy which I encounter in both is normally the same - except that the squatter is usually brutally aware of the fact that God is their sustainer, the millionaire often (but not always) thinks he or she can get by on their own.
When we say “let me be full, let me be empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing;” we do not say that God may leave us… we renounce everything material, and even emotional, placing it all in the hands of God - but we say “God, as long as you are around, as long as you promise not to leave me, I will be alright.”  When we say this we are placing God at the centre of our being, making God our only source of fulfilment.
Respond:

How attached are you to your stuff?  (car, house, television, money, investments, clothes)

As a sign of surrender, of telling God to be the centre of your being, commit yourself to giving some stuff away on a regular basis, in obedience to God.
Saturday

And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours.  So be it.  And the covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.  Amen

Reflect:
“You are mine and I am yours.”

Saturday; a good day for weddings, living here, among the mountains and vineyards we know that many people will be pledging their love for each other, making promises to each other that they will not be able to fulfil without the help of God.  Religious marriage is a covenant, a commitment which people make to each other.  It’s a bit like a contract, but not the same - a covenant runs deeper; it involves the heart and not just the mind, a covenant commits one’s body and one’s very being - not just one’s resources.  Covenants are, in a way, a little softer than contracts when it comes to the details (the fine print), but they are definitely a more costly commitment.
Having reflected on the words of the covenant prayer - and hopefully being challenged towards a closer walk with God, are you ready to make this sort of commitment?
I believe that a marriage is an outward sign of something that happens within people - the wedding ceremony is a sort of intersection or sign post along a longer journey.  Often those who get married have made the commitments which they make in church, in their hearts, months before the ceremony takes place - the church service advertises this commitment to the community, and the community, through being present, commits to support the couple in their marriage.

Tomorrow we will say this covenant prayer together, as a community standing before God.  Commitments which I know we would not be able to keep if it weren’t for a cloud of witnessing Christians who stand around us.  Commitments which mark a point on our journey with God and a pledge to continue on that journey, even if it is difficult.
Respond:

Read the covenant prayer - take some time to think about what it means to you personally.
Think of ways in which we will support each other as a Christian community in keeping this covenant.
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