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John 10: 22-30

22At that time the festival of the Dedication took place in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23and Jesus was walking in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24So the Jews gathered around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” 25Jesus answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; 26but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them out of my hand. 29What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s hand. 30The Father and I are one.” 

Acts 1:12-14

12Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away. 13When they had entered the city, they went to the room upstairs where they were staying, Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers.
How do we hear the Shepherd’s voice?  How do we know we have received the power and gift of the Holy Spirit?  How do we know the voice we hear in our head is God’s voice and not one of the many other competing voices that call out to us?   
When we are debating whether to sell our house, change jobs, or move out on our spouse, or send an angry email – how do we know when our thoughts and actions are driven by the divine?  Important and difficult questions!
However, both of our texts this morning provide assurance that this is possible.  The writer of John has Jesus telling us that 27My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me.  And Jesus, in the book of Acts tell his disciples, just prior to the passage I just read, (1:4-5) While staying with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father: “This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” Somehow, those of us who want to follow in the way of Jesus are supposed to be able to hear God’s voice.
Of course, the short, clergy-type response to this question of “But how?” is prayer.  But even I, who am supposed to be trained in this stuff have to ask, “What does that mean?  What exactly is prayer?  And how does it work?”

There has been a lot of ink spilled trying to define and understand the nature of prayer.  Time doesn’t allow me to do a literature review here, but I will share that I am most drawn to definitions that are not too definitive, and authors who don’t claim to have it all figured out.  I know that sounds counter-intuitive, but my experience tells me we can’t nail down the Spirit or the way God works in our lives; we can only bear witness to what we ourselves know which is a small but satisfying glimmer of God.  
Barbara Brown Taylor, an author and Episcopal priest, writes, “I am a failure at prayer… I would rather show someone my checkbook stubs than talk about my prayer life.   I would rather confess that I struggle with my weight, that I am overly fond of Bombay Sapphire gin martinis than confess that I am a prayer-weakling.  To say I love God but I do not pray much is like saying I love God but I do not breathe much.  The only way I have found to survive my shame is to come at the problem from both sides, exploring two distinct possibilities: 1) that prayer is more than my idea of prayer and 2) that some of what I actually do in my life may constitute genuine prayer.”  

She goes on to explore these two ideas and concludes that prayers and prayer are not the same thing.  Prayers are important, but prayer she says is “when I am fully alert to whatever or whoever is right in front of me; when I am electrically aware of the tremendous gift of being alive; when I am able to give myself wholly to the moment I am in, then I am in prayer.  Prayer is happening, and it is not necessarily something that I am doing.  God is happening, and I am lucky enough to know that I am in The Midst.”
  
For Taylor, this means that when she fretted over people she knew who were in trouble – that was prayer.  When she cooked dinner for people who had plenty to eat at home, thinking about them while she chopped turnip greens and mashed sweet potatoes – that was prayer.  When she went outside after everyone had gone to bed and moaned at the moon because she could not come up with the right words to say – that was prayer. 

I resonate deeply with her words.  For me, what Taylor bears witness to is that prayer is more about listening than talking.  Prayer is more about being open to what is happening in and around us than demanding, certain, or reactive.  I like the way Henri Nouwen put it, 
To pray means to open your hands before God.  It means slowly relaxing the tension which squeezes your hands together and accepting your existence with an increasing readiness, not as a possession to defend, but as a gift to receive.  Above all, therefore, prayer is a way of life which allows you to find a stillness in the midst of the world where you open your hands to God’s promises, and find hope for yourself, your fellowman, and the whole community in which you live.  In prayer, you encounter God in the soft breeze, in the distress and joy of your neighbor and in the loneliness of your own heart.

So, if hearing God’s voice depends on prayer, and prayer involves listening more than talking and a posture of openness, hearing God’s voice also involves a willingness to wait.

Wait is exactly what Jesus told the disciples, 4While staying* with them, he ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father.  Isn’t waiting the worst?  When something happens, we want to respond.  We want to act.  When someone says something that upsets us, we want to have a quick comeback.  When someone leaves us, we want to find someone else.  When we are faced with a deficit, we want to slash costs.  Whatever it is that happens that feels bad, we want to fix it.  Jesus says, not so fast.  Wait to hear what God would have you do.  Wait on the Holy Spirit.  

Waiting is not a passive activity.  To wait prayerfully means to be fully attentive.  To wait on God’s Word for us means being able to get to a point when we stop yelling and demanding of things of God and, instead, ask, “How does God want to express God’s self through me in this place, in this encounter, in this moment of time?”  

Jesus also said, “stick together.”  He must have known that his departure would be difficult for them when he said, “Stay in Jerusalem and wait for the Spirit.”  We draw comfort and strength from those who are around us.  And the answers we receive in prayer are richer when they are made within a community of people rather than in isolation.  Indeed, listening for God’s voice with others is one important way we can know we are hearing from God rather than our own ego at work.  
Martin Copenhaver, a UCC pastor, writes a chapter about prayer in his book, This Odd and Wondrous Calling.  He writes, “I am the son and grandson of ministers.  I grew up in the church.  I had been on the staff of a church during two of my college years.  I felt called to ministry. But I had no real experience of prayer, and if I believed in prayer at all, it was only in a rather vague and meager way.  Oh, to be sure, my parents said bedside prayers with me when I was young, and in our family we always began our evening meal with a prayer we said together.  But otherwise prayer was not really a part of my life and, if asked to offer a prayer, I would know to start with “Dear God,” and end with “Amen,” but as for what might go in between, I was largely clueless.
Copenhaver goes on to recount the story of how during his first week at Yale Divinity School he was invited by another first year student to join a prayer group.  In his writing, he shared how, as he entered seminary, he had fears of being stuck for three years with a bunch of religious nerds and how this initial invitation stirred all of that up.  He asked this guy, names Toph, how this prayer group thing might go, and Toph laid out a plan of reading a piece of scripture, reflecting on a bit – but nothing pre-planned – and then sharing prayer concerns, using those as the basis of their prayers together.  They would all commit to praying on their own during the week and to remember the prayer concerns that were raised during their gathering.  

Copenhaver reluctantly took the plunge and was forever changed by it.  He writes, “Over time, what was becoming increasingly important to me was not the question of whether God answers our prayers in any conventional sense, but the ways in which those times of prayer seemed to usher me into the palpable sense of God’s presence.  And the people with whom I entered into God’s presence week after week were becoming increasingly important to me as well  those Wednesday night gatherings became the axis on which the rest of the week seemed to revolve.  I developed a great appreciation for the others in the group.  Like others I met at divinity school, they were among the most engaging, fun, and interesting people I had ever been around.  No longer was I wondering if there would be anyone like me among my fellow students.  Now there were ways in which I hoped I could be more like them.”
The Christian faith is meant to be lived in community.  From the opening of the book of Genesis, we are told and we experience that we are not to be in this world alone.  We are not meant to ever “go it alone.”  We are created to be interdependent.  Jesus said, “when two or three are gathered, I am there.”  
Before I move on, I want to differentiate between communities and cults.  I think that first group of apostles might have looked a little cultish, locked away in their room praying together and talking about their great leader in Jesus.  But there are some significant differences between a community centered on Christ and a cult. 
A cult almost always hinges on one person who is autocratic and charismatic.  Christianity does not.  It is this very segment from Acts where Jesus announces that he is out of there, and it is up to others to carry on his work.  Christianity depends on the Risen Christ showing up in community.  Jesus is not a personal savior that we find hanging in iconic form from our dashboards; the Risen Christ is experienced through you and through me.  In other words, there is no God without US.
A cult is almost always secretive and exclusive.  While John’s gospel paints a more exclusive picture of Jesus, every other gospel narrative bears witness to a radically inclusive Jesus who seeks to share his message with all who want to hear it. 

In cults there is no tolerance for questions and ambiguity, and individual members are made to feel that they are never adequate or can measure up. 
 

Having made this distinction between cult and community, I want to underscore the importance of community.  As I am approaching the completion of my ninth year as your pastor, I have found myself reflecting on my role with you as pastor, teacher, and friend.  While I am sure many of you have your own opinions of what I do well and what I do not do well, in my own assessment I think that perhaps my greatest failure as your pastor has been my inability to convey what I see as the importance of each individual’s personal presence to this community.  

For me, that feels like a tricky enterprise.  Your presence here is not something that I consider a “should.”  I do not suggest that your presence is valued and important to promote a sense of guilt or shame or fear.  And while I hope that when you are here, you receive something – a sense of God’s Spirit, an encouraging word, affirmation for who you are at your core as a child of God, and courage for your own striving for peace and justice, the fullness of God’s grace…  My hope is that you experience all of these things, but that is not really why I try to convey that your presence is important and valuable.  
I want to convey to you, each of you, that your presence here is valued and important because through your presence others experience God’s spirit and hear God’s voice.  

Note here in our text for today that the author did not say some group of people went to Jerusalem, sat in a room and prayed.  No, the author listed each person by name:  Peter, and John, and James, and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer, together with certain women, including Mary the mother of Jesus, as well as his brothers. 
It is as if the author wrote each of our names – Kathy, Nellie, Jim, Earl, Phil, JoEllen, Mary, John, Dixie, Amber, Barbara, Karen  … 

Every person is noted.  Every person is valuable.  Every person is important.  Together, they were able to wait, and together they were able to hear God’s voice.

Think for a moment to the people who have made a difference in your life.  My guess is that the first thing you think of is not something that they DID or something they SAID, you think of their time on the job.  You remember the person who showed up at your mother’s funeral.  The person who didn’t say a word but wrapped you in their arms when you were sad.  You remember the person whose face lights up when they see you.  Or who was on the other end of the phone line when you needed to talk. 
We are so quick to dismiss our “showing up” as something that is important or valuable, because we don’t begin to fathom the difference we make to others.  But isn’t it those who have shown up for us who make the difference in our lives and who help us know somewhere deep inside that there is something more to this world than we can see on the surface, that God is real, and that we can move forward from whatever space we feel stuck in?  
How do we hear the voice of the Shepherd?  How do we hear God’s voice?  Knowing that we can never pin down the Spirit, I simply share what I know from my own experience.  I hear God’s voice when I am able to listen more than I talk, when I am able to actively wait on God’s lead rather than to react with my own ego.  But most of all, I hear God’s voice through each of you who, week after week, gather with me here and faithfully seek to follow the Spirit’s lead.  
Amen.
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