SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES   
2 Cor. 12:2-10 - Karl Moldrem  7/5/09
Today’s scripture from Paul’s 2nd letter to the Corinthians prior to he had changed his plans to visit Corinth from 2 shorter visits to a long one.  Critics took this change and used it against Paul calling him a liar and a thief.  The section begins with a recollection of his intense spiritual experiences (probably needed given his passion to kill Christians).  But such that Paul wouldn’t boast he was afflicted with pain and torment – described as a stake (tent stake) perhaps epilepsy or some other affliction.  Add to this intense persecution and jailings to come.    Here is a partial timeline of Pauls life:

 Paul Continues and Completes His Second Missionary Journey
In late summer 50 A.D. Apostle Paul leaves the city of Athens and travels to Corinth (Acts 17:33, 18:1). He is soon joined by Silas and Timothy. After Corinthian Jews reject his message, Paul receives a vision from God telling him he will be protected from harm and that the Gospel message he carries will bear much fruit (Acts 18:4-10). Paul stays and teaches in the city for a year and a half (Acts 18:11).
· Paul writes 1Thessalonians from Corinth in 50 A.D.
· Paul writes 2Thessalonians from Corinth in 51 A.D.
The Jews eventually raise another tumult against Paul and bring him before the area's Roman governor (Acts 18:12-16). Paul is set free, however, when the governor refuses to hear the Jew's accusations. He stays in the city a little while longer (Acts 18:18) before sailing with Priscilla and Aquila to Ephesus (Acts 18:18-19). Paul preaches in a synagogue for a time then leaves Priscilla and Aquila in Ephesus while he sails to Caesarea (Acts 18:19-22). He then travels to Jerusalem to keep the Feast of Tabernacles (Acts 18:21-22) then heads to Antioch (Acts 18:22).

Apostle Paul Begins His Third Missionary Journey
Paul travels from Antioch to the Asia Minor regions of Galatia and Phrygia in order to strengthen the faith of some Christians (Acts 18:23). He eventually arrives at Ephesus and stays in the city for a little more than three years (Acts 19:1-20). He then journeys to Macedonia. During his three month stay in the region he visits Corinth (Acts 20:1-3).
· Paul writes Epistle to the Galatians from Antioch in late Spring of 53 A.D.
· Paul writes 1Corinthians in late winter of 56 A.D.
· Paul writes 2Corinthians in late summer of 57 A.D.
· Paul writes book of Romans in winter of 57 A.D.
We live in an age which craves intense extravaganzas; bigger better best. The movie theatre we patronize are the ones with rumbling sound: the huge speakers, strategically placed, cause us to feel that we are at the foot of the mountain when the volcano erupts.

Look at TV and movies – the new Transformers 3D movie – trashed by the reviewers but craved by the watchers for its unequalled effects.  Remember when we went to movies for the plot – now it is for the effects.  Ever note how sex and profanity are laced throughout PG 13 movies, dramatic productions, and deftly placed in PG films.  Our boys read adult level books, have you ever noticed how much profanity is in many modern novels.  It is the effect, shock value, relevancy (everyone does it don’t they) – which trumps morality/decency and Christian values.

And then I hear the preacher say to young people, "Don't get high on drugs; get high on Jesus." I wince. Is not Jesus demeaned (to say the least) by speaking of him as a non-criminal substitute for a chemical hit?  What is this about getting high?  We must become at peace with being at peace.
People tell me they have never had a "religious experience". Do they know what they are looking for? How would they know? How would a religious experience differ from a psychological experience or a human experience? Many such people flit from church to church, retreat to retreat, camp to camp, sect to sect, guru to guru, pursuing the ever-elusive religious experience.  It is my experience that most people never have a dramatic “experience” but participate in regular God moments.  
Question are we open to God moments?  How much time do we seek God quietly, in peace listening?  How about right now – any God moments anyone has experienced in the past couple weeks?

Last time I spoke I may have shared about the stomach a place for clutter and/or God.  Fill it with junk w/o room for God we erupt.  Fill it mainly w/God and when more junk comes in it is diluted by the overwhelming presence of God and we are able to process it and vent appropriately.  
As a result the vacuum gets cluttered with debris. The bottom line is a hunger for God which is always being fed with substitutes which are less than God.

 The result of clutter and junk is a journey towards sin and backsliding – consider this progression I taught in Bible class last year:

9 STAGES IN BACKSLIDING

1. They forget their thoughts & beliefs that they may from the remembrance of God, death, and judgment to come. 

2. Then they cast off by degrees private duties: as closet prayer, curbing their lusts, watching, sorrow for sin, and the like. 

3. Then they shun the company of lively and warm Christians. (helpers)

4. After that they grow cold to public duty: as hearing, reading, the Word, and the like. 

5. Then they begin to pick holes, in other Christians pointing fingers & casting blame.

6. Then they begin to adhere to, and associate themselves with, carnal, loose, and wanton others. 

7. Then they give way to carnal and foul talk in secret – become two-faced and crude with their non-Christian friends.

8. After this they begin to play with little sins openly – they just don’t care what others think.

9. And then, being hardened, they show themselves as they are. Thus, being launched again into the gulf of misery, unless a miracle of grace prevents it, they everlastingly perish in their own deceptions.
Contrast this slide into Sin with the path of recovery:

1. You are confronted in your sin by someone who witnesses to you

2. You feel convicted of your sin

3. You don’t like conviction so you run

4. God pursues you

5. You do good works to cover your sin

6. You desire help & invite God in – how will you change

7. You turn from sin to Righteousness & Faith – how will it feel

8. What will it be like when you help others through your Faith/God?

Neither the slide into sin or the recovery from sin has to do with “intense experiences” but the openness of us to the pain of others and the call of Jesus to respond, yes us in person.  This is messy, risky, difficult work.  When you reflect on the difficulty of doing the ministry caring for others the Experience route looks pretty good – just get high on God!  But to really know God you must be obedient and ready to serve.
My question to you is this: Do you want spiritual experiences (so-called), or do you want GOD, the holy one of Israel? Do you want a psychological "light-up", or do you want to be known by and know, be embraced by and embrace the one who is indeed the creator, rescuer and sustainer of the cosmos and of your own existence?

In scripture the commonest metaphor for faith is marriage. I think we can help ourselves in sorting out the question which has given rise to today's sermon if we ponder the nature of marriage. Do I want to be married or do I want an experience? I want to be married; I want the state of being married, the actuality of marriage. Insofar as I am married, then certain experiences appropriate to the actuality of marriage will follow naturally. But if I start by pursuing an experience which seems to be something like the experience of those who are married; if I start by pursuing an experience, then achieving this or that experience will never render me married, never confer the actuality of marriage. At best I shall be left with an experience which can only be described as an experience of "as if married". "As if" gives it all away; "as if married" means "not married at all". Therefore, whatever my experience might be, it could never be an experience of being married.

Again in Bible class this year I asked what would you like to see in your future married husband or wife.  Many responded:  fun loving, lots of $$, big house, great kids,  None of these attributes a part of Gods plan for marriage.   For if your son/daughter dies a month after a horrible car crash – in which you lose your only child, your $$, your home (had to sell it) the experiences go away and what do you have left – divorce?
I must put my question again. Do you want a "spiritual experience" (whatever that might be) or do you want God? The quest for religious experience is not new at all; in fact it is as old as humankind. Think of Mexican peasants eating peyote beans. The peyote beans gave then a drug-induced "high" to which they attached religious significance.

Think of the techniques used to get people into trances. You follow a formula and repeat a sound self-hypnotically until you move into unusual mental space.

To seek spiritual experiences is to be looking in the wrong direction. The prophet Isaiah cries, "Seek ye the Lord...". Nowhere are we urged to pursue experiences. We are to seek that God whom we can seek at all only because he has first sought us and found us in Christ Jesus his Son.

 Let's look again at the analogy of marriage. To be married is to live in a relationship. The relationship is the reality of marriage. Within this relationship experiences come and go, a great variety of experiences. There is also the "experience" of not being conscious of anything marital at all. I remain married when I am in writing a sermon, even though I am not conscious of being married. There is also the experience of quiet contentment in the presence of my wife. There is also a more intense excitement as we share something extraordinary together. A sure sign of a relationship is feelings good and bad with the person you are in relationship with.  Can you be in a relationship with God w/out ever getting frustrated or angry with Him.  And of course there are moments of ecstasy. But no marriage is sustained by ecstasy. You can't be ecstatic 24 hours per day. Marriages are sustained by commitment, as is our faith.

There is another dimension to marriage about which far less is said these days than needs to be said. When two lives are fused together the suffering of one becomes the suffering of both. If one suffers and the other refuses to have anything to do with that suffering or to make any accommodation at all, then that marriage is listing and in danger of sinking.

What was our relationship rooted in?  Feelings, physical contact, covetness of another’s wealth or person.  Or are our marriages rooted in Jesus’ specific call to marry that person.  Question: are people so involved in dating – seeking of their own power that when God brings the His choice into our lives we are out seeking/flirting at a party – seeking that love experience – not the Godly relationship we really need.  Which will bring long term health and a stable home for our children?  
The truth of the matter is that 90% of the time being married is to be unaware of any particular experience at all. When I see my wife at the supper table the "experience" I have is simply that I am glad to see her. But this is scarcely extraordinary. 90% of the time to be married is to live in each other's presence without experiencing anything unusual, whether positive or negative. If you were constantly taking the temperature of your marriage by asking yourself, "What kind of experience am I having at this moment?", you would soon have no marriage at all; and soon you would not be sane.  Could not the same be said of our relationship with Jesus?
This "90% of the time" does not mean that nothing is going on at such moments; the relationship is going on; it's always going on, and the relationship is everything.

 So it is with that relationship with God which we call faith. In this relationship everything is going on, regardless of how we feel. Nonetheless I should never deny that we do feel.

In the relationship of faith, where everything is going on at all times, there are in fact moments of heightened awareness, moments of greater intensity, and occasionally, moments of inexpressible ecstasy -- as well as moments of piercing pain.

I have known those people that travel from mountain top experience to another through retreats, missions, speakers EXPERIENCES.  What is between those mountain tops – valleys – deep valleys.  It is better to do the work of God every day and not seek the highs – for if we want them enough we will find them through inappropriate relationships, drugs, porn and things.   

At the same time, Paul never urges people to pursue the ecstatic experience he had. He never tells them to try to work it up or put themselves in the mood for it. Worked-up artificiality would guarantee that it wasn't an experience of God. Instead he immediately tells the congregation in Corinth of another experience of his which he does want them to have for themselves; namely, that in the midst of chronic discomfort and chronic weakness he learned that God's grace would ever be sufficient for him, just as he learned that God's strength will ever be made perfect not in our strength, but made perfect precisely in our weakness. This is what he wants them to know and find validated in their lives one hundred times over.

We find the same thing when Peter, James and John are with Jesus on the mount of transfiguration. The three disciples are given a vision of Moses and Elijah (the two greatest figures in Israel); they are also made privy to that Word which insists that Jesus is greater than Moses and Elijah inasmuch as Jesus alone is the Son of God. It is an ecstatic experience and they want to freeze the moment, build a shrine, consecrate the spot then and there, relive the experience over and over. Jesus, however, won't let them do any of this. Jesus takes the three men down the mountainside to a village where an epileptic boy is convulsing, parents are distraught, church people (disciples) appear helpless and feel bad about it, and some religious leaders are agitating a crowd. Jesus tells the three men that the experience on the mountain was good; of course it was good, since it was God-given and they were meant to have it. Still, among the convulsing and the agitated is where his followers belong.

And then there are experiences which are so quiet and undramatic as to be virtually the constant background to our lives. Jesus says, "My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me". Needless to say Jesus doesn't mean that we are constantly "hearing things", as though we were undergoing auditory hallucinations. He means that his people are unremittingly possessed of the conviction that he is the one to be followed. They continue to hear his voice inasmuch as they are never without the conviction that he is the good shepherd and ever will be. It is not a startling experience; it is not an ecstatic experience. But it is the foundation on which the life of any Christian is built. "My sheep keep on hearing my voice; I continue to know them, and they keep on following me."

Surely most of our Christian experience is of the non-startling, non-ecstatic order. Most of our Christian experience is so very ordinary that it becomes second nature to us; in truth it is our new nature. Paul writes to the Christians in Colossae, "God has delivered us from the dominion of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins." There is nothing dramatic about this. While a few people can certainly point to a datable, never-to-be-forgotten moment when they were delivered, most cannot. All that matters is this: as we read newspapers and listen to newscasts, as we observe social trends, as we ponder all that tends to confuse people, beguile people, humanly impoverish people, we know in our hearts that we have been delivered from the dominion (the illegitimate rule) of darkness and have been transferred to the kingdom of Jesus Christ; and in him we know ourselves to be forgiven people. This too is experience; elemental experience.

So far today we have seen that some experiences are intense and momentary, some are throbbing and of greater duration, and some are so quiet as to be unnoticeable most of the time. There is another kind of experience which is genuinely of God; what's more, it is an experience which all Christians are to own without exception. A few minutes ago I said that when two people are fused together in marriage the suffering of one partner must become the suffering of the other. By faith you and I are fused to Jesus Christ; our being fused to him makes cross-bearing inevitable. The analogy with marriage breaks down here, in that although fused to our Lord we are never called to bear his cross (only he can do that); but in his company we are most certainly called to bear our cross. Which is to say, our discipleship requires a sacrifice of us which we readily make for our Lord's sake.

It is not spiritual experiences that we need. It is God himself. To be rightly related to him is to be acquainted with what St. Peter calls the "many-splendored grace of God". Just because God's grace is many-splendored what steals over us when we neither look for it nor cultivate it will be richer than anything we have anticipated; rich enough indeed to satisfy us until the day when faith gives way to sight and we know even as we are now known
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