St Michael and All Angels – Weltevreden Park


Sermon: Revd Doug Michael (20 June 2004)  

Introduction to Series: HOW GOD SPEAKS 

A few weeks ago we celebrated the feast of Trinity, and Trinity really is one of the high points in our Christian calendar. Through our celebration of Trinity we honour God’s fundamental purpose and intention in creation. If you think about it, the feast of Trinity encourages us to reflect on who God is - a being in community, Father, Son and Spirit, three divine expressions of the one divine substance. The feast of Trinity encourages us to explore who we are, as creatures made in the image of God - and it shows us that we too are, ideally, beings in community: with God , and with one another. And the feast of Trinity encourages us to reflect on the kind of relationship we share with God and one another - as the Spirit binds the Father to the Son in Love, so too God’s Holy Spirit binds us to God and one another in Love - the kind of love that drives out all fear and makes us one. If we lay any claim to experiencing God’s Spirit in our lives, then it is only so far as we are able to allow the fruits of that love to express themselves in our lives as the peace, joy, patience, and so on, of God. This is the very essence of salvation, of our understanding of God’s purpose for us - that there should be no separation between us at all. That is why we celebrate Trinity, because it is the most basic pattern of who God is, and who God made us to be.

But, with all that said, how does this glorious vision of Trinity, of the unity between us and God, express itself in our everyday lives? It is all very well to acknowledge and celebrate that God has this plan for a perfect relationship between us and the divine, but if we are not able to find some tangible ways of making this relationship between us and God and one another real, is it a relationship of any meaningful value to us? Like any relationship, there needs to be a genuine exchange between those involved in order for this relationship to grow. As Woody Allen once strangely observed, ‘If you are in love with someone it will often be necessary to be in the same room as them’.

For us to go to God’s room may require a certain discipline on our part, time spent in prayer, or reading the scriptures, or in some sort of service for others in which we consciously go to God - but there is no great mystery involved in how one approaches God. What is not always so clear, however, is how to know that God is in the room with us! How do we hear the voice of an intangible God? How do we know that God is speaking to us? How do we listen for God?

Over the next few weeks we are going to look at these questions together, in some detail, as we work through a series of sermons on, ‘How God speaks to us!’ This morning I am going to begin with a general introduction, and over the next few weeks other speakers will explore such topics as, ‘What not to listen for’, ‘Hearing God through the scriptures’, ‘The examen of conscience’, and others. We are going to look at these issues on different days in the different services, so if there is a topic you particularly want to hear our thoughts on, but you are going to be away on the day that we examine it at this service, you will be able to hear it on some other day at one of the other services - and we will put up a roster of talks on the notice board in the foyer so you can plan your attendance accordingly.

Right, so, what can we say today about ‘hearing the voice of God’. Well, the first thing we can say is that, as long as people have been conscious of the existence of God, they have desired to hear God speaking to them. And the second thing we can say is that, as long as people have been seeking to hear the voice of God, they have been finding it difficult!

Often, when we think on the Bible stories we know of encounters between religious heroes and God, we imagine crystal clear dialogues in which people had a Dolby, surround sound, five channel stereophonic conversation with the Lord. The acoustics were perfect, maybe a little loud in the bass, but people apparently had no trouble at all getting a clear reception, and hearing exactly what God wanted from them, in Biblical days. And we are perhaps tempted to ask, ‘Why doesn’t God speak like that to me?’ ‘Where is my burning bush?’ ‘Where are my tablets of stone from the heavens?’ If God would just be clear about what was wanted from me, I would have no trouble giving it! But if there is anything that our readings for this morning make clear, it is that prayerfully hearing the voice of God has never been just a simple matter of tuning in to the right divine frequency.

Let me give you some examples. In ancient days the Israelites used to seek God’s will by means of the Urim and Thummin. We read, in Numbers 27, ‘He shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the decision of the Urim before the Lord; at his word they shall go out, and at his word they shall come in’. We read in 1 Samuel 14 of Saul’s seeking the counsel of the Lord, ‘If this guilt is in me or in my son Jonathan, O Lord God of Israel, give Urim; but if this guilt is in your people Israel, give Thummin.’ We don’t know exactly how this oracle worked, but we do know that by some process of drawing lots a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer to questions could be gained. In essence, a divine coin toss - hardly ‘hearing the word of the Lord’ no matter how convinced of its efficacy later Biblical writers were. So remember, more often than not when we read, ‘The Lord said’ we are quite possibly meant to understand, ‘through the divine means of Urim or Thummin, heads or tails’. And it didn’t always work at that. We read in 1 Samuel 28, ‘When Saul inquired of the Lord, the Lord did not answer him, not by dreams, or by Urim, or by prophets. Then Saul said to his servants, “Seek out for me a woman who is a medium, so that I may go to her and inquire of her.”’

If we are going to be honest about our quest to truly encounter God, we probably have to accept that entrusting our discernment of God’s will to some sort of 50/50 exercise of chance isn’t really going to make for a satisfying relationship. Not even if we take things a step further by following Gideon’s example, trying to force God into a more unlikely but equally  predetermined set of responses. Gideon, you remember, wanted to test his decision by asking God one night to make the fleece he layed down on the ground wet while the ground remained dry, and then dry when the ground was wet the following night. He got an answer - but even if we tested God with our own unlikely scenarios, ‘Lord, I will know that you want me to sell all and become a missionary if a see a one armed, red headed, Korean snake charmer come walking down the road in the next five minutes’ even then, we are not any closer to God if we are not any closer to personal and intimate encounters of our own with the divine. And the good news is, we don’t have to resort to party tricks to know that we have encountered God.

Look at the psalmist, for example. Here was a man who desperately wanted to feel God’s consolation. ‘I cry aloud to God, aloud to God, that he may hear me. In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord; in the night my hand is stretched out without wearying; my soul refuses to be comforted.’ And yet, a few verses later on, ‘I will call to mind the deeds of the Lord; I will remember your deeds of old. I will meditate on all your work, and muse on your mighty deeds.’ And by so doing, by remembering how God had been with him in the past, the psalmist was able to find the presence of God supporting him again. The lesson here is that it is never God who is far away, but we who need to find a place within ourselves to encounter God.

Sometimes that is not always easy. Take Paul for example. After his encounter with God on the road to Damascus his life was turned upside down. His whole reason for being, his mission and purpose, had been radically redefined. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do - and he was in no place to find that still small voice of God. But he was able to hear the truth of God’s words to him through Ananias, a fellow Christian whom he was able to trust. And there is a second lesson for us. God does not expect us to always be in a good and holy place in our lives to hear divine inspiration for ourselves - God can find ways to speak to us through others.

And perhaps the definitive example of that is Christ himself. Jesus whole birth, life, death and resurrection was about God coming to us in ways that we could relate to - God coming to us and transforming us from within. But, as this morning’s Gospel reading of Jesus Transfiguration makes clear, even from within his humanity Jesus speaks to us out of his divinity. Jesus is the perfect ‘image of God’ for us, the perfect example of who God calls us to be - to the point that hearing the words of Christ is to hear the voice of God. And there is a lesson of hope for us in this quest to truly know God - that God wants to know us, that God is stacking the deck in favour of our coming to know God, that God speaks to us still through the life of Christ in prayer and scripture and in the ways we emulate what Jesus did to know God better himself.

So spend some time over the next few weeks thinking about how real a presence you want God to be in your life, think with us about real and practical ways that we can come to know God more fully, and reflect on the truth that Ananias speaks to us today as surely to us as he spoke to Paul two thousand years ago, ‘The God of our ancestors has chosen you to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear his own voice’.

Amen.

Questions for Reflection:

· What expectations do you have from this series on ‘How God speaks to us’, and what outcomes would you like to know in your own life with God?

· Does it affect your expectations to know that People have never experienced God in the same ways that they experience other People, despite the Old Testament  stories?

· Reflect on a time when you have felt particularly close to God – what was it about that encounter that helped you to know that God was present?
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