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How Does God Guide?

The title of the original is ‘How Can God Guide Us?’  This way of asking the question can lead into important philosophical questions (such as ‘what is it possible for God to do?’).  


I want to take it a little more narrowly as ‘How Does God Guide?’  In other words, I want us to look at the ways in which God’s guidance is given – guidance that is available for everyone, since it is to everyone that the call of Jesus to his disciples ‘Come, follow me’ is applied by the Gospel writers.  

However, there is also the question of those to whom is God’s guidance given, or what does the ‘us’ refer to in the original question?  Again this is an important matter that should be treated if there was more time for more theoretical consideration of the question itself (usually the ‘us’ becomes ‘me’ in modern Western Christian spirituality; or, at most, it means the guidance God gives to those who claim to know and love God).  

A musical student visited Mozart one day and said, ‘I want you to write a concerto.  Will you tell me how to go about it?’  


‘You are too young,’ replied the great composer.  ‘Wait until you are a few years older.’ 


‘But,’ objected the young man, ‘you composed when you were four or five.’ 


‘Yes,’ agreed Mozart, ‘but I didn’t have to ask anyone how to do it.’  

There you have in a nutshell much of what Western people, including Western Christians, tend to think about divine guidance – those who are aiming to become great aficionados of the Christian life can be guided immediately by God – whether that’s through one’s experience or conscience in prayer, or through the answering of prayer in events we see around us, or even in hearing God’s guiding call in our reading the bible directly and on our own.  Just think about what’s happening in the first question that had been set for today by the Alpha Course:  

Does anyone think they might have experienced God’s guidance in the last few weeks?  

Types of Guidance 

We are all familiar from our everyday experience with different types of guidance.  ‘Guidance’, then, is far from being a singular subject – there are many ways in which we understand this word.  For example:  
· Guide books to foreign countries – help show us the good and the bad, in order to help us make informed decisions/choices (pre-choice guidance).  
· Maps – guide/direct us to where we have already decided to go (post-choice guidance).  
· Guidelines and laws – guidelines are similar to guidebooks (pre-choice guidance), whereas laws deliberately attempt to constrain choice in the strongest of ways (pre-choice determination).  
· Music score – not guidance to be freely followed or not according to the musician’s choice, but not laws either in that the music is to be improvised on when performed.  
· Fortune telling – controlled and structured guidance similar to laws (pre-choice determination).  
We would never think of going to pastures new without at least a map to direct our journey there; we would not be sensible to leave our musical score unopened in order to improvise when a part of an orchestral performance, and so on.  

Right Kind of Guidance
It is, of course, important to get the right kind of guidance for the right kind of thing.  
· Cartographers do not make good orchestra conductors by virtue of their cartography.  

· Speeding laws do not help direct those lost back to their intended path, and so on.  

However, there is much that is false about the guidance that we receive in our everyday lives – think of advertisements, for instance.  Consume this product and you’ll be more attractive, more interesting, more intelligent, and so on.  

· Much advertisement is blatant lies dressed up in a way to encourage people to part with their money.  

· Much advertisement is not so much blatant lies as a deliberate distortion of the truth – ‘This brand outstrips its rivals in performance trials …’, but the advertisement usually does not tell you what kind of trials, who performed them, using what tools, and so on.  ‘This car is the ultimate driving experience’ – but do the exaggerating advertisers know what ‘the ultimate driving experience’ would feel like?  Why is that particular company still investing billions per annum in researching even better models when they’ve supposedly just produced ‘the ultimate driving experience’?  
· Much advertising is not so much a deliberate distortion of the truth as a hiding of the shadow side – recent US army recruiting plays up the pension, the health care benefits, the range of sporting activities on offer, and so on; but keeps quiet the significant possibility that new recruits will soon be sent to the Middle East.  

· Much advertising is not so much a hiding of the shadow side as something based in a very limited knowledge – a product can be marketed in good conscience as a revolution in health care, and yet 10 years later hindsight may reveal the product to have had serious repercussions for consumers’ health.  

Cultures Lacking Guidance

We are, then, guided in all kinds of ways in all manner of things – or at least apart from one:  religious matters in the contemporary West, and it is here that the West is particularly bad at offering guidance.  

Much of the contemporary Western ethos imagines that guidance on spiritual matters is restrictive, and it is even imagined that we are only free spiritually when we are not guided.  Spirituality becomes a term that has to do with the consolation or even entertainment of the individual’s soul – a therapy technique [just look at where ‘religion’ is located in most major bookstores – usually next to ‘healing’-type literature].  It makes little difference here to our everyday lives than make us a little calmer, more self-controlled, and so on (feelings-management for consumers), but it does not determine or regulate either our deliberations and discernment, or our personal identity.  This is a consumerist spirituality, a spirituality of ‘do what you want if it makes you feel good’ for those drunk on the spirit of the self, that can be chosen by the spiritual consumer (in effect, it does not really matter which religious or spiritual symbols one chooses, just as long as it works for you – i.e., makes you feel good, gets you in touch with your inner self, bonds you with the eternal spirit, and so on).  
· The only guidance is in terms of basic techniques that another person has found therapeutically useful 
· Or guidance about needing to have no object of religious veneration, as such – to lose our religion, in a manner of speaking.  

However, this general approach has considerable problems:  
· The spiritual puts no challenge to us; instead it justifies us and makes us feel better about ourselves (therapy) 

· It has no counter-cultural dynamic – since it is the salve for the individual’s (private) soul 

· It does not ask concerning what the human is or one’s relation to the larger society and culture 

· And it misses the fact that we have already been guided, formed, and shaped – most particularly by the kinds of relations and identity the market will enable/allow.  It speaks about freedom and self-control – yet we have already been bonded and controlled by an individualistic consumer market.  
· We need to break that bondage by learning how to think sensibly about guidance – guidance that frees us to become who we should be, guidance that witnesses to the healing of the world and not just the therapy for one’s self, a guidance that frees us for public responsibility and not from it.  In other words, it is important to ask about appropriate guidance, or the right kind of guidance, in the religious/spiritual ‘sphere’.  
God’s Guidance

You’ll no doubt hear Christians talk a lot about guidance, and they will not necessarily agree on just what it is or how it happens.  So what I am offering is a set of suggestions or guides (hopefully well-informed guides) to that treacherous terrain – and urge you to test them, think carefully about them, and hopefully find them useful on your journey into understanding Christian faith better, from the ‘inside’ of course.  


Many Christians respond by speaking of guidance in terms of what God gives and does directly/immediately – perhaps through our experiences and feelings in prayer; or in direct intervention into situations that we can read the signs of.  This is a kind of mystical infusion of God’s guiding will to and into us – more akin to the deterministic immediacy of fortune-telling.  

In a few moments’ time I will come on to suggest why I think that this is a particularly problematic way of thinking about guidance – indeed, at times even dangerous and illusory.  In making that assessment I am fully aware that the first question that had been set for today by the Alpha Course, as I have already mentioned.  

For now, however, I would like to provide an illustration which will hopefully open out the issues.  

Should you write excellent papers for your courses?  
That may seem like an odd question, but let us unpack it for a moment:  
· What makes for an excellent essay?  Where would you find out?  How do you know that what you think makes for an excellent essay is what your examiners think constitutes one?  Does what constitutes an excellent essay in one subject transfer easily to another subject?  

· In order to write an excellent essay circumstances also need to be right – you would be making it difficult for yourself to achieve the desired grade if you had distractions, of whatever sort, immediately and/or during the essay writing.  

· In other words, writing an excellent essay is not a simple matter – it involves a whole host of factors:  selecting the very best sources to help, looking for subject guides to essay writing and to the material to be written about, asking tutors and students further on in their degrees perhaps what makes an essay excellent, remembering the particularity of the material (RS, ST, etc.), developing a feel for the material and the discipline involved in the particular subject – i.e., becoming someone who can develop the necessary skills of research, evaluation, independent critical thinking, coherent organisation and presentation of material, and so on.  

Of course, you could cheat – pay someone or some web company to write the essay.  But leaving aside the morality of that, and the fact that no one can take your place in the final exam, what would you lose out on?  You would not be able to become the skilled thinker that your course hopes you’ll become and be in your other courses, your future career and even your very live itself.  Why would you cheat – laziness (being more concerned with the distractions than with the work), pride (not wanting to ‘lose face’ by gaining a low mark), greed (wanting greater grades).  

Now what has all this got to do with God’s guidance?  

· Particularity – this particular God, and not any ‘god’; the particular form or manner of the guidance of this particular God; the particular ‘us’/‘me’ that this particular God particularly guides 

· Mediated – guided by the witness/testimony of texts, most crucially the biblical text that is the primary witness to the particularity of this God 

· Communal mediation – learn through the community, specifically the Church or the community of the people who witness to this particular God 

· Intelligence – being made able to critically reflect 

· Purposeful guidance – to become a certain kind of people.  

Guidance in properly Christian terms has to do with the will that God has for who we are, or rather who we are to become – it has less to do with specific directing (which pair of socks I should wear, which job of two equivalents I should go for) and more to do with making us into learners or disciples.  Another way of putting this is to say that what this God wants with us is nothing other than the lavishing of God’s blessing of communion or right-relation upon us, a blessing that enables us to relate rightly to God in a way that is performed by us and embodied in us for the sake of all the world’s relations.  

The Guiding Witness of the Scriptures
Therefore scripture is an indispensable witness – it bears testimony to the way of God with God’s covenant people and the fulfilling of those ways in the incarnate presence of God in Jesus the Christ.  

Any God who guides us behind the back of the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ, and witnessed to through the scriptures, is not the God that Christians should be following the leading of.  E.g., consider this:  claims that God is guiding us into ways that will cause the pain of violence and conflict against a particular class, race, or other particular difference of a people.  These options are judged and their legitimacy as possible choices for Christians are denied by the God who unveils God’s Self as impartial and inclusively welcoming grace.  


Scripture, then, will provide certain core tests – do our claims to seeing God’s guiding hand fall foul of these?  


But scripture is not a textbook of information, doctrines, or moral laws as such – it is not a series of easily discernible rules.  We need to work hard, dig deep, because what scripture does is call us into communion with the God who is identified and testified to there.  


So scripture as witness functions in some way as the primary guide on our travels, witnessing to the God of Jesus Christ and the new identity that we are called to have and therefore live in him.  

That is arguably the scriptural delineation of God’s will – for us to become those in whom God’s righteousness (or right-relating), the holy love of God, is bodied forth into the world for the sake of the healing of all that God has lovingly created.  It is, in several NT images, to learn continually how to develop the mind of Christ, to become like Christ, or to be disciples of Christ.  
The Guided Guiding of the Mind of Christian Character

This talk of testing and the mind, of reading well, and so on, is testimony to the development of Christian reason.  The scriptures themselves exhort their readers to ‘test’, to ‘challenge’, or to be ‘wise’ – the so-called Wisdom literature of the OT is full of material demanding the development of godly wisdom and discernment.  It is a bad mistake that we moderns make all too misinformedly, of separating faith and reason.  The great Anselm of the late C11th and early C12th, for instance announces “I believe in order to understand”, and speaks of “faith seeking understanding”.  Martin Luther King, Jr., famously declared that “we have a moral responsibility to be intelligent.”  

So we have to think hard through the scriptures, and about our lives in the light they shine on us.  What is demanded is that we develop what might be called Christian commonsense (not innate to our sinfulness) that is generated by becoming more Christ-like, which further means learning more of the God to whom the scriptures witness.  


If God is claimed to guide in a way that is not explicitly spoken of in the scriptures, or at least of the scriptures when read well, but is problematic for the Christian mind then one would need to be very careful.  
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But notice that it is Christian commonsense that we have to think hard about here – for many who are not Christians the thought of loving our others unconditionally, and especially our enemies, of not living for ourselves but for others, just seems absurd.  It is against the wisdom of a sinful world when it clearly contradicts the witness to the God of Jesus Christ that Christians understand the wisdom that the guiding God ‘gives’.  

A Bodily Guidance – Church

We learn to read the scriptures well, and develop the Christian mind, in relation to others – the church (past, present, and even for its future generations).  In that respect the church is indispensable to the formation of Christian character, to the growth in the mind of Christ, to becoming disciples.  It is not for no reason that Paul in 1 Cor. Calls the church ‘the body of Christ’.  
· This reminds us that we are not the primary reference of God’s guiding will 

· God creates and wills a people for God’s Self 

· In fact, this people exists here and now as provisional and representative of all peoples – in other words, the people that God will is all peoples.  The Church exists for the sake of God’s world.
  

Private/Personal Guidance
I have left this to last, and deliberately so, in contrast to many stories that are told about what is meant by ‘God’s guidance’ – not in order to disdain experience but to set it in its proper perspective.  Too often Christians think of ‘me’/’I’ – good modern Western individualists – even if sometimes that is unpacked as an ‘I’ for others.  Richard Foster:  
Perhaps the preoccupation with private guidance in Western cultures is the product of their emphasis upon individualism.
  

· Theological:  Experience is not what should shape the Christian faith – we are who we are in Jesus Christ, and therefore a faith not shaped by God in Christ is a faith struggling to ascertain just what it is that is Christian about it.  

· The cross is the measure of our world – Luther’s theology of the cross and of God’s hiddenness therein.  

· Practical:  Experience, even the experience of Christians, are ambiguous and difficult to read – Jesus spoke in Matt. about “signs” of the end and these have been much poured over, differently interpreted, and continuously badly specifically identified.  (Christians, put simply, do not tend to agree on many matters – look at the Christian legitimation of violence on occasions, which is vehemently opposed by other Christians)  
We have just to live with the fact, if we are to understand the Christian life, that in words of St. Paul in 1 Cor. we see through a glass darkly and know only in part.  

For now we have to learn Christian character, to become persons in Jesus Christ, to become images of him through whom his light of life is seen to shine, to become virtuosos in the communal and world-healing life of Christian discipleship – to become channels of God;s peace (Shalom in the OT), in the creative adventure of God’s loving healing of the world.
  
There are several points of guidance, then, that I’d like to offer as a testimony concerning God’s guidance:  

· Be learners – keep learning; never stand still even when it feels secure; keep learning of the challenge God’s love puts to this world, these churches, each individual, and ourselves.  
· Be attentive – to the needs of others 
· Be peace-makers – witnessing to the Sahlom that God is and brings 
· Be humble – as Christ is humble (Phil. 2) 
· Be confessors – confession of one’s own sin, and that of the Church, is vital for the honesty and integrity of the Christian life.  
Questions

1. What do the various pressures in our societies guide us to become and do?  

2. How do we know God?  
3. What do you think God wants from us?  
4. In what ways can we practice/respond to this knowledge of God’s will for us?  
5. What can we do if we believe we have made a mess of our lives?  
� It would be interesting and important, had we more time, to talk about how God guides through the non-churched – they are far from not excluded from the factors that form Christian wisdom.  


� Richard Foster, The Celebration of Discipline, 222.  


� In other words, God’s guidance helps form and shape the habits of our choosing, which in turn directs the very choices themselves made in a way that regulates our creative improvisation – somewhere between guidebooks/lines and laws, with an important touch of the musical performance about it.  
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