A meditation delivered at The First Congregational Church of Riga on April 11, 2010
On Recognizing God’s Presence


Thought for Silent Reflection

Open eyed reflection allows us to see God’s hand at work or to grasp insights
 we might otherwise have been to busy to notice.
Ronald Klug, On Keeping a Spiritual Journal
ON RECOGNIZING GOD’S PRESENCE

Acts 5:17-32

Today’s text finds us encountering the apostles at the Temple entrance gathering crowds wherever they went and preaching about the resurrection of Jesus, while healing, performing miracles and exorcisms. As we enter the text, we find the High Priest and other Jewish religious leaders confronting the apostles…
17 Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. 18 They arrested the apostles and put them in jail. 19 But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. 20”Go stand in the temple courts,” he said, “and tell the people the full message of this new life. “
21 At daybreak they entered the temple courts as they had been told, and began to teach the people. When the high priest and his associates arrived, they called together the Sanhedrin-the full assembly of the rulers of Israel- and sent to the jail fo0r the apostles. 22 But on arriving at the jail, the officers did not find them there. So they went back and reported, 23 We found the jail securely locked, with guards standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” 24 On hearing this report, the captain of the temple guard and the chief priests were puzzled, wondering what would come of this.

25 Then someone came and said, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts teaching the people.” 26 At that the captain went with his officers and brought the apostles. They did not use force, because they feared the people would stone them.
27 Having brought the apostles, they made them appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high priest. 28 “We gave you strict orders not to teach in his name, “he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood.
29Peter and the other apostles replied, “We must obey God rather than men! 30 The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead-whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. 31 God exalted him in his own right hand as Prince and savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. 32 We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.”

The preaching of the apostles in Acts 5 clearly was the cause of the “witnesses” to be called “on the carpet” for asserting the old authority of the empire had been broken and that we must obey God rather than any human authority (29). The arrest of the apostles seemed inevitable, the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, had strictly ordered them to abstain from teaching, in the name of Jesus and they publicly disregarded that order. The Apostles were not only viewed as heretics but they were also potential disturbers of the peace, the pax Romana, and if it were not unchecked it could lead to an uprising and was the last thing they the Jewish leaders wanted as it most like would lead to intervention and further oppression by Rome.

Barclay comments that in this passage on the events following the apostles release we see illustrated three characteristics of the early Christians:
1. They had a clear idea of their purpose. They knew they were to be witnesses for Christ. For they had been told personally by Jesus to, Go and make disciples of all nations…teaching them everything I have commanded you (Matt 28:19-20)
2. They had courage. Their obeying the command of God’s messenger who released them to go directly to the temple and preach might sound incredible, and act of reckless boldness as they had been specifically told not to do that. One would have thought that if they didn’t want to go back to jail they would have disappeared at least for a few days. But no, they went anyway.

3. They had principles. But most important was the principle was that in all circumstances obedience to God must come first (29). They paid not honor to any man over God. They never asked if the course of action was safe rather they asked, “Is this what God wants me to do?”

How would you describe the apostle’s response, motivation and source of strength in these encounters? Reckless? Cool and calculated? Refusal to be redirected off target? In any case, I certainly don’t think it was the approach I would have taken. How about you? While I want to be one who willingly follows God’s will, all too often I find myself trying to figure out whether something I’m being told to do, especially if it seems outside my comfort zone or is confrontational to the status quo, is really God’s will or is it the product of my own imagination. For if it is the later, most likely it is bound to fail and as hard as I try not to care, I do not like to fail.
When I reflect on this passage, I realize how much work I need to do. I realize that no matter how much I’d like to use the apostle’s model in my life, how intentional my actions need to be, for I don’t go there naturally. When I ask myself, what situations in my life are calling me to difficult consistent obedience? What decisions do I need to make to obey God rather than to follow the safe, or unsafe, cultural norm? Sometimes it is simple making a public commitment to do something I think is going to be tough. But other times it just isn’t that simple and I think those times are times when I just don’t have the faith that God is there for me, otherwise I’d be doing it! 

So how do we recognize that what we feel commanded to do is actually coming from God? Perhaps it is simply through the understanding or belief that everything that happens to us or occurs to us that is for the good of others is coming from God. That is why when people say they find peace in God or when God is in their lives, for when we are in God’s presence we are at peace and we are with one who knows us better than anyone does and who wants us to have the best that life has to offer.
That is all well and good. But how can we recognize God in our daily lives? First recognizing God’s presence is not something we do, it is something God does in us and the verb is not recognizing as much as it is surrendering to a presence that is already there. I once heard workshop leader Jan Johnson describe God’s presence as being similar to the way a flag or banner waves over a building. “As it flutters in the breeze, God’s presence hovers around us, at times rippling in the wind and at time hanging peacefully but always in a place that stands out in a way that cannot escape eyes that are trying to recognize God.” Yes, God is always present wherever we are, our task in slowing down enough to take the time to hear or experience that presence. A good way to begin experiencing this is to hear how others have experienced this presence. We often use the word meditation to describe a means for us to experience God’s hand at work, often subtle insights of events we might have been too busy to notice throughout the business of our daily lives. This can be easily done by developing a regular habit of reading a devotional every day. There are many good devotionals available or for you internet folks the UCC website iucc.org has a daily StillSpeaking devotional which is free and can be delivered to your e-mail each day. Reading these regularly provides time for reflection, and it reflection time that stimulates an awareness of what is happening now. 

Another way to begin to recognize God presence around us each day can be through prayer. Events of our daily lives belong in our daily prayers. The Lord’s Prayer, for example, directs us to pray For God’s will to be done on earth and not just in heaven- which means praying for help in accepting God’s will in our everyday lives. As we begin to pray about what happens to us from moment to moment be begin to increase our ability to cultivate what I’ll call “spiritual alertness” an awareness that God is present in all the small things that occur in our lives. For those things that seem to happen but which are often unseen in our lives, that which faith discovers or unravels, in nothing less that God fulfilling God’s purpose. Yes, God often reveals God’s self to the humble in small things.

Another practical aid in remembering is in keeping a journal. While some find it tedious, many find it a helpful way to jot down prayers, insights relating impressions of every day occurrences you want to remember or with bible passages. Do not allow yourself to relegate to a “fuzzy memory” something you want to remember about changes going on around you or significant reflections on events. We recall the specifics of the many ways in which God has been faithful. This gives us the opportunity to remind ourselves of who God is through what God has done.

These revealings can take place in our homes during busy or leisure times or even in our workplaces, where many of us spend much of our awake time each day. Martin Luther once said that anyone and in any place can become conscious of God’s presence. Staying alert to God’s presence maybe as simple as pausing to acknowledge that God is near. It may mean taking a few moments to pray during a lunch hour or coffee break. It may mean occasionally looking out the window to remain aware of the beauty of God’s creation or paying careful attention to the people with whom we live. And certainly it means allowing everyday blessings to remind us of God and point us toward God in gratitude.
Our passage provides a marvelous glimpse of the passionate, even exuberant conviction of Peter and his companions, the ones who walked "clueless" with Jesus and finally "got it" when the Holy Spirit came upon them several chapters earlier in this book of the Acts of the Apostles. This is when they finally took seriously what Jesus had spent the previous three years telling them. And this is the commitment and passion and courage we too can expect when we finally “get it” and surrender to God’s will and surrender to the Holy Spirit’s presence in all aspects of our lives every day.
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