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Last week we spoke of the apostle Peter’s vision of the unclean animals that taught
him to say “Yes” to the Gentiles who came to his door asking him to share the gospel. It was
an unexpected turn for the gospel of Jesus Christ, and Peter was brave to follow that
guidance.

This week we have the apostle Paul following guidance from a vision. If we read the
chapter preceding the text here, we'd see that God has been somehow “preventing” Paul &
his band from going where they thought they should go - now finally they get a positive
visionary word where to go- Macedonia.

Wouldn't life be a lot easier if God always spoke this clearly and distinctly to us
about what to do? There are a lot of examples in our Bible about God giving visions, seeing
angels, or hearing a voice direct them: Mary had an angel and a vision; Joseph had an angel
and a dream’ Moses had a burning bush and lots more all through the 10 plagues & the
desert wanderings; Peter, as we spoke about last week, had a vision; and even Cornelius,
the Gentile Peter went to, was told to seek for Peter in a certain city and house. Not that
what they were asked to do was guaranteed to be easy, but at least they could have
conviction about their direction.

Of course, we note that these extraordinary communications were about really big
things in salvation history - the whole Exodus, Jesus’ birth, taking the gospel to the Gentiles
- things like that. God didn’t send angels or visions about more daily things, like the things
corresponding to our biggies of choosing a college or a major, or about who to marry
(except for Mary & Joseph), or about when it’s time to move, or about lots of things that are
important decisions in our lives. At least that’s what’s in the Scriptures that have come
down to us.

Visions are actually rare even in the Bible, although they happened - and more often
for great leaders like Paul and Moses. Obviously we can’t expect God to always
communicate to us that way. The other trouble with visions, besides their rarity, is that

lots of strange people claim visions and voices guide them - and sometimes to do pretty



awful things. In fact we usually assume there’s a mental condition going on when someone
talks about a vision telling them to do something. Actually, we’d call them visual and/or
auditory hallucinations, and if it happened to us, we’d go seek help.

Yet there is a perennial occurrence of religious vision through history; we don’t
doubt that Moses, Paul and Peter had guidance from God, nor that God spoke in some way
to our faith ancestors. A commentary I read referred to a survey by George Gallup about
20 years ago, when he “asked Presbyterians whether they had ever experienced a vision

from God. Surprisingly, half of the church members he asked said they had, and even a higher

percentage of clergy said the same.” (From a public lecture at Princeton Seminary, March

1992 - quoted in Feasting on the Word for Easter 6.) It seems that religious experiences

like this are not just something from the past - perhaps we are just leery of speaking about
them in public, or perhaps we’re not sure HOW to speak of them or understand them.

In my younger life, [ used to agonize over trying to discern what direction God
wanted me to go, wanting it to be clearly spoken so [ wouldn’t make any large mistakes,
and God forbid, somehow miss the will of God for me - youth leaders and preachers in my
church home used to warn us all the time about the dangers of missing God’s will, and I
sure didn’t want to do that. So I prayed and prayed, and thought and thought, and got all
tied up in knots about it all. Finally I realized all this worry wasn’t doing anybody any good,
and just decided that I could only pray about it, then do what seemed best to me, or what
seemed interesting to me, or what my conscience told me, or what door seemed to open for
me or what direction drew me - and just relax about it.

Actually, there’s a lot in the Scriptures already about living a righteous life, a
spiritually in tune life. There’s actually more than we can ever do in the Scriptures, once
we get into it. There are the 10 Commandments, for example, most of which are repeated
by Jesus in the New Testament and even expanded. For example, “Thou shalt not kill”
becomes in Jesus’ hands less of a direct action and more of an attitude - Jesus says we're
breaking this one even when we call someone a fool or get angered at them. Who can keep
that? There might be some days when I keep it, although that’s usually when I'm not
driving or otherwise dealing with people.... Even if | have enough ego strength to keep
myself from murder, it takes a transforming of my heart, a breaking of my heart perhaps,

and an infusion of God’s compassion through the Spirit, in order for my inner self to be



changed, my anger defused, my defensiveness lessened, and forgiveness to rule. We could
go through all the commandments that way. Then there’s the New Testament’s emphasis
on loving one another as Christ loved us - Christ who gave up heaven for us, who gave up
everything for us actually - and died for us. Self-denial, self-sacrifice, altruism, forgiveness,
a radical acceptance of those we think of as “other” - these are huge things, and they take a
lifetime of prayer, reflection, confession, inner examination, meditation and discernment to
put into practice in our lives and in the challenges of our culture. How do those Godly
values effect how we see and use our bodies today? Immigration issues? Financial things?
Environmental issues? Multi-culturalism? What multi-national corporations are doing?
Business ethics? Consumerism? Health care?

(Personally, I don’t believe anyone who is ready with a pat answer ((“Pat” answer -
VA joke re Pat Robertson)) of what God thinks - I think we all have to wrestle our way
towards a broader understanding of God’s mind in these things. I think that the quick, easy
fixes and bottom line decisions are not in our spiritual best interest.)

We orderly Presbyterians like to think that a good Study group or a good Long
Range Strategic Planning session can help us discern the vision God has for us. And sitting
down to look at options and statistics is a good tool. Its not the only way God speaks,
however.

In the long run, I still hold by the earlier realization, that bathed in prayer and
honest reflection, and living life according to what we already can see in Scripture, God
guides us with a combination of what intrigues us, what interests us, what doors open,
what doors close, what a sensitive conscience tells us, and what is serendipitously brought
into our life. Once in a while, there’s even a deep inner sense of God’s voice, or a special

dream. It's a trust thing - if we happen to put a foot wrong, God corrects us. It's a trust

thing - God is working, the Spirit is nudging, and as Romans says, for those who love God,
all things are working together for good - ultimate good, soul good, the journey to mature
faith good. It’s a trust thing - even mistakes and sorrows are grist for the mill, as well as
joys and celebrations.

As we prepare to take in the nurture of God in this supper, we realize that in the end,

faith in God and the journey with God is all there is. We can only pray that God draw us



closer, open our eyes, soften our hearts, and so make the desire of God come forth in our

lives as Christ is formed in us. AMEN.






