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Hearing God’s Word in Jesus

Jesus himself drew near.
(Luke 24:15, ESVUK)
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The wide world is all about you: you can fence yourselves in, but you cannot for ever fence it out.

(J. R. R. Tolkien)1

And so the great adventure begins. 

Nothing could ever be wilder or more wonderful than the human capacity to hear God’s voice. And for that very reason, few things hold such potential to confuse and cause pain when used, abused or ignored.

Perhaps that’s why you’ve picked up this book. You’re wanting to grow in your ability to discern God’s voice, aware that this must be the key to everything else in the Christian life, without which all the talk about a real, conversational relationship with the Lord is just hot air. ‘For prayer is nothing else than being on terms of friendship with God,’ said Teresa of Ávila five centuries ago.2 But, of course, it’s not easy. 

As I write this, certain self-proclaimed prophets are scrambling to cover their tracks after falsely predicting the outcome of a presidential election. Meanwhile, the same old uncivil war rages on between the conflicting pronouncements of people claiming to know God’s opinion on everything from global pandemics and medical genetics to the geopolitics of the Middle East. And sadly, this is deeply, painfully personal. Who hasn’t been hurt by the misappropriation of God’s word from the lips of a controlling parent, or the proud pronouncements of a cocksure preacher, or a troubled soul like the total stranger who informed me one day at the end of church that God had commanded her to marry me?

And so it seems both natural and necessary to follow my last book, How to Pray,3 with one on How to Hear God. Here we have the other side of the conversation. The bit in which we stop talking about God, at God or even to God, and actually start talking with him. 

* * *

Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. 
(Deuteronomy 6:4–5)
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The most important prayer in all of Judaism begins with this one word: ‘Hear’. Known as the Shema (literally meaning ‘listen’, ‘hear’ or ‘heed’), Deuteronomy 6:4–9 was regarded by the rabbis and by Jesus himself as the core of the Law, the most important of the commandments, and thus the highest priority for all humanity.4 Before we can love God with all our hearts and souls and strength, we must learn to listen. This, then, is the prerequisite that unlocks the purpose of life itself. 

Our forefathers cherished these verses so deeply that they wore them in the phylacteries on their heads and their hands. Again and again, from generation to generation, these words reminded them to listen to God. ‘Hear,’ they prayed twice daily, reciting the Shema as the centrepiece of their morning and evening services. ‘Hear,’ they told their children, training each one to pray these words in bed at night. ‘Hear,’ they gasped with their dying breath, repeating the Shema as the final words they would pray. 

Learning to hear God’s voice – his word and his whisper – is the single most important thing you will ever learn to do. I’m not exaggerating. Hearing God is not peripheral; it is integral to human history. Neither is it an optional extra for wild-eyed mystics and those who happen to be spiritually inclined. Hearing God is essential to the very purpose for which you and I were made. Without it everything falls apart. But when we learn to love God’s Word – to listen and obey – everything aligns. As Jesus says, ‘People do not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God’ (Matt. 4:4, NLT).

* * *

I settled into my seat as the door sighed shut and the train pulled away from the station. Gradually we gathered speed until the familiar streets became a blur of buildings whirring past the window on our way into London. The carriage was crowded but no one was talking. I let out a little introverted sigh of contentment and popped a pair of white buds into my ears. Scrolling down to a podcast by the cognitive neuroscientist Doctor Caroline Leaf, I pressed play, looking forward to losing myself in new ideas. The clattering of the tracks steadily got louder and I turned up the volume to hear. The lady opposite caught my eye and, for a ghastly moment, I thought she wanted to talk. Smiling helplessly, I pointed at my earbuds and mouthed, ‘Sorry.’ She shrugged too and returned to her paperback. I turned up the volume a little more.

Dr Leaf was interviewing a woman who’d suffered such extreme trauma that it had triggered premature ovarian failure – the early menopause. But she’d learned to moderate many of the symptoms of the menopause, she said, by carefully monitoring her stress levels. Dr Leaf asked how one does this and, without missing a beat, the woman explained how to test the pH of one’s own urine. A little nervously I glanced at the lady opposite. The train had reached full speed. The rain was coming down hard, drumming like gravel against the window and running in horizontal rivulets across the dirty pane. The noise was considerable and I turned up the volume as loud as it would go. 

It was not until I began to gather my things to leave the train that the terrible truth emerged: all this time my earbuds had been disconnected from my phone. For almost twenty minutes I’d been broadcasting Dr Caroline Leaf’s reflections on moodiness, memory loss and the menopause, at maximum volume, to the entire carriage. The person least able to hear her guest’s detailed instructions on the personal art of pee-sampling had unfortunately been me. Everyone seated nearby, with the exception of the agitated lady opposite, had pretended not to notice, too English to make a fuss. 

This is a simple book for normal people about how to plug in and hear the voice of God more clearly amid the clatter and clamour of daily life. It is, in other words, a simple guide to one of the most astounding yet confusing things you will ever learn to do. Astounding because, well, what could be more amazing? With four words – ‘Let there be light’ – (just two in Hebrew) God created more than one hundred billion galaxies (Gen. 1:3). ‘The LORD merely spoke, and the heavens were created. He breathed the word, and all the stars were born’ (Ps. 33:6, NLT). What on earth might happen if he were to speak a few words to me? 

But it’s confusing too because God does not for the most part speak audibly, the way we speak, and this means that we can easily misunderstand, misinterpret or miss out altogether on what he is saying. The problem is generally not that God isn’t communicating, and neither is it normally that we lack the capacity to hear. Rather, like me on that train, it’s that we easily get disconnected, distracted and distanced from the intimate and immediate connection we were created to enjoy. It’s a disconnection that comes, as the Anglican Service of Communion puts it, ‘through negligence, through weakness, and through our own deliberate fault’.

But if this is starting to sound a bit onerous, please don’t worry. As usual, Jesus keeps the whole thing refreshingly simple, relational and earthy: ‘My sheep listen to my voice,’ he says. ‘I know them, and they follow me’ (John 10:27). In other words, don’t concern yourself with one hundred billion solar systems and the odd, embarrassing disconnection. If stupid, dumb sheep can learn to recognise their shepherd’s voice, so can you! 

This is for everyone. He certainly won’t be checking your baptismal certificate or testing your ability to recite the creed on the Final Day. His friends will be known, he says in this verse, by just two things: their ability to recognise his voice and their readiness to follow.

And, of course, this is why, if you’ve been around Christians for any length of time, you’ll have heard someone say, quite matter-of-factly, ‘Oh, God told me this,’ or, ‘The Lord said that,’ as if it’s the most normal thing in the world (which, in a way, as we shall see, it is). But just try using that line with your General Practitioner: ‘Doctor, I’m hearing the voice of Jesus.’ Or in a court of law: ‘God told me to do it, Your Honour.’ They’ll medicate you or detain you before you can shout, ‘Hallelujah!’

And yet, many of the most eminent people who have ever lived have freely admitted to hearing the voice of God, from George Washington Carver, sometimes called the African American father of modern agriculture,5 to Florence Nightingale, the mother of modern nursing who wrote in her diary, shortly before her seventeenth birthday, ‘God spoke to me and called me to his service. What form this service was to take, the voice did not make clear.’6 From Ben Carson, the pioneering American neurosurgeon and former presidential candidate who felt called into medicine through a supernatural dream,7 to Dag Hammarskjöld, the Swedish economist who won the Nobel Peace Prize and was described by John F. Kennedy as ‘the greatest statesman of our century’.8 From the genius French polymath Blaise Pascal,9 to the escaped slave and trailblazing abolitionist Harriet Tubman.10 From the Scottish Olympian Eric Liddell, who famously felt God’s pleasure when he ran, to the blind English poet John Milton, who dictated to his daughter each morning whatever he had heard from God the night before. 

Survey after survey confirms that most people in our supposedly secular Western societies still interact with God.11 We don’t approach chemotherapy thinking, ‘I suppose I ought to pray about this, but I just can’t be bothered.’ We tend not to welcome newborn babies into the world with the words, ‘Behold, a biological fluke born into a meaningless universe.’ No one ever stared up at a murmuration of starlings at dusk, or out to sea under a stormy sunset, and whispered, ‘Wow, I’m awestruck by my own magnificence.’ Human beings are hard-wired to worship. You have been meticulously made with an extraordinary ability to walk and talk with God. 

In fact, the Bible says that your primary purpose – the reason for which you were born – is to enjoy a real, conversational relationship with an infinitely loving divinity – which is why you almost certainly hear him already, more than you realise. Your Father in heaven invites you to walk with him in a relaxed daily conversation as Adam and Eve did in the glades of Eden (Gen. 3:8). He wants to talk with you intimately as he did with Moses, ‘face to face, as one speaks to a friend’ (Exod. 33:11). Occasionally he will communicate thrillingly through dreams, visions and audible voices, as he did with the apostle Peter on the rooftop in Joppa (Acts 10:9–19). But mostly he will speak quietly in ‘a still small voice’ as he did with Elijah on Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 19:12, NKJV), sounding surprisingly ordinary as he did when the boy Samuel confused his voice for that of the old man in the room next door (1 Sam. 3). Again and again the Lord will join you on your journey through life, stirring your soul and speaking through the Scriptures, as he did with the couple on the road to Emmaus, whose story is explored throughout this book.

The encounter on the Emmaus road 

Two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. They were talking with each other about everything that had happened. As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; but they were kept from recognising him.
(Luke 24:13–16) 
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So begins one of the greatest short stories ever told. ‘Learn to live inside this story,’ says theologian Tom Wright, ‘and you will find it inexhaustible.’12 As literature it is poignant and profound. As a vehicle for teaching it is loaded with insight into how God speaks (and how we may listen). And as a piece of storytelling it is tender, humorous and luminous with wonder. In fact, its construction is so neat that some scholars have questioned whether it happened at all. And so, because we’re going to return to it throughout the coming chapters, let me take a moment to explain why I believe that the Emmaus road narrative should be taken literally as an actual, historical encounter.

First, we are told that Jesus appeared to his disciples on at least ten occasions after his resurrection, and that one of these was to a large crowd of some five hundred people (1 Cor. 15:6). With so many eyewitness accounts from which to choose, it stands to reason that Luke would have selected the most powerful and poignant for inclusion in his Gospel, and, of course, that he would do his best, inspired by the Spirit, to tell it well. It’s a jaded view of the world that questions the veracity of an event just because it happens to be intrinsically meaningful and beautifully told.

Second, Luke consistently demonstrates a rigorous commitment to narrative accuracy both in this Gospel and in his book of Acts. Where his fellow Gospel writer John plays with chronology, poetry and trope (to great effect), Luke remains a determined chronicler of facts. Why would he fabricate such a significant encounter?

Third, there are a number of important details in this story that lend it a distinct ring of truth. For example, why would Luke name one of the travellers and not the other if he was making the story up? And why does Jesus disappear after breaking bread without any mention at all of wine? Surely, if this story has been constructed, in part as a prototype of Communion, Luke should certainly have remembered both elements! And there’s another interesting little detail. Why would he have chosen the relatively insignificant suburb of Emmaus as their destination? Wouldn’t it have been more interesting if they’d been on their way, for instance, to Jericho, where Joshua first took hold of the promised land, where Bartimaeus had recently been healed and where the parable of the Good Samaritan had been set? Or they could have been walking to Bethany, where Jesus had been anointed with perfume just a few days earlier and where Lazarus had been raised from the dead. Now that would preach! But no, Luke says that the couple were walking some seven miles home to an obscure town not mentioned anywhere else in the Bible, presumably because this was the simple fact of the matter.

Finally, the depiction of Jesus himself in this story bears a striking resemblance to other accounts of his post-resurrection appearances. Just as Mary had mistaken him for a gardener earlier that morning, and as seven of his closest friends would fail to recognise him a few days later on the shores of Galilee, so too, here on the road to Emmaus, the walkers fail to recognise the Lord. His appearance seems to have changed. It’s also the way he speaks. Again and again, the resurrected Jesus approaches his friends with playful questions. He greets Mary with, ‘Woman, why are you crying?’ He greets the fishermen on Galilee with, ‘Haven’t you caught any fish?’ He asks Peter over breakfast, ‘Do you love me?’ And here, on the road to Emmaus, he greets the travellers with another playful question: ‘What are you discussing together as you walk along?’ (v. 17).

In the light of all these biographical, stylistic and circumstantial consistencies, there is no inherent requirement to take the Emmaus road story merely as metaphor, and sufficient contrary evidence to accept it as fact. This matters because a literal reading of the story makes an actual, personal encounter with the living Lord Jesus thrillingly possible, tangible and available to us all. 

* * *

So let’s take a deep dive now into this story that has so much to teach us about hearing God. 

It’s late afternoon and the sun is sinking, lengthening the shadows. As we discuss the horrors of recent events in Jerusalem there is a weariness in our steps, as if the world has ended. He catches us up easily with a spring in his step, as if it has just begun. We lower our voices, expecting him to pass us by with the usual pleasantries, but instead he slows down and falls in with our pace, wanting, it seems, to talk. 

He asked them, ‘What are you discussing together as you walk along?’

They stood still, their faces downcast. One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, ‘Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem who does not know the things that have happened there in these days?’ 

‘What things?’ he asked.

Does he really not know? Do we dare to trust him? These are dangerous times.

‘About Jesus of Nazareth,’ they replied. ‘He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning but didn’t find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but they did not see Jesus.’

The stranger’s face is hard to read. Clearly, he’s caught up in the things we’re recounting, but somehow he doesn’t seem particularly distressed, impressed or surprised. At one point he even seems (I must have it wrong) to stifle a laugh. Finally, he stops, looks up at the sky and emits a long, frustrated sigh. 

He said to them, ‘How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

All our lives we’ve heard these stories of Abraham and Moses, but the way he tells them now ignites something indescribable in our hearts. Insight after insight we’ve never heard before. It’s a couple of hours to Emmaus on foot (three when you’re tired and talking as we are now), but before we know it, we’re home, the sun has set and dusk is falling fast. 

As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus continued on as if he were going further. But they urged him strongly, ‘Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is almost over.’ So he went in to stay with them. 

Our guest’s feet are washed first, of course, and then, when it is done, he looks directly at the servant and expresses a gratitude disproportionate to the menial duty rendered. By now the smell of fresh bread is filling the house, lamps are flickering and our best wine is waiting. Eagerly we retire to the table but, before I can bless the food in the usual way, our guest takes charge.

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognised him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?’ 

The fire ignited in our hearts earlier on the road now consumes us entirely. With our own eyes we have seen him! In our own home we have hosted him! Suddenly we are more awake, more amazed, more alive than we have ever been before. Hurriedly we wrap our cloaks around us, all tiredness gone, and step out into the night. 

They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled together and saying, ‘It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon.’ Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognised by them when he broke the bread. 

(Luke 24:17–35)

The Word, the Word and the words

The encounter on the Emmaus road is not only, as Tom Wright says, ‘a wonderful, unique, spellbinding tale’, but also ‘a model for a great deal of what being a Christian, from that day to this, is all about’.13 Here we find the covert Christ joining us on our journey through life. And here we are reminded that we must proactively invite him into our questions, our relationships and our homes. Here our hearts catch fire and the Scriptures come alive. Here he walks and talks with us, patiently answering our questions, realigning our thinking and teaching us to pray. Here at the table we share the bread and the wine, remembering his death and recognising the reality of his resurrection right before our eyes. And here we are propelled out into the darkness as witnesses to the wonders we’ve seen. 

And, of course, the Emmaus road story is also, pre-eminently, a model of prayer. Somehow these few verses distil more insight into how God speaks, and how we are to hear him speak, than any other passage, anywhere else in the Gospels. In fewer than twenty verses the Lord communicates in at least five different ways: conversationally ‘as they talked and discussed these things with each other’; exegetically when he explained ‘all the Scriptures concerning himself’; sacramentally when he ‘took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them’; prophetically when ‘their eyes were opened’; and inwardly when he spoke directly to their hearts, which were ‘burning … while he talked’.

This is not an exhaustive list of all the ways in which God speaks (no dreams here, no angelic visitations, no talking donkeys and so on), but it certainly provides a broad enough basis for a thorough exploration of the theme throughout this book. It also resonates deeply with our own Christian experience. The simple fact of the matter is that for every person who encounters Christ dramatically on the Damascus road with blinding lights and a booming voice, hundreds more meet him slowly and quietly, incognito on the Emmaus road, through friendship, Scripture and conversation. 

I said that God speaks in five ways through these twenty verses, but the list is incomplete without its most important component. The ultimate way in which God communicates in this story is not through the Bible (as some evangelicals might have it), nor through the breaking of bread (as sacramentalists might say), nor is it through ‘hearts burning within’ (as contemplatives might think), but rather it is through Jesus Christ himself. He is the pre-eminent and ultimate Word of God (John 1:1) who animates and defines every other word God may speak in our lives. On the road to Emmaus Jesus emphatically does not send a Bible, or an angelic messenger, or even a sudden epiphany to the couple, but rather goes to great lengths to appear to them personally, taking at least an hour to explain ‘what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself’. On another occasion he makes it perfectly clear that it’s possible to ‘study the Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life,’ but then he adds, ‘These are the very Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life’ (John 5:39–40). Elsewhere, the writer of Hebrews makes a similar point: ‘In the past God spoke … at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son’ (Heb. 1:1–2, italics mine).

What this means is that hearing God begins and ends with meeting Jesus. We understand the Bible in the light of Christ, and not the other way round (more on this in the next chapter). Every other way in which God communicates – and in which we may therefore hear him speak – comes through Jesus and points back to him too. Nothing can replace, and nothing matters more, than a personal encounter with Jesus. ‘It is Christ himself, not the Bible, who is the true word of God,’ writes C. S. Lewis. ‘The Bible, read in the right spirit and with the guidance of good teachers, will bring us to him.’14

Some people will inevitably worry that such a focus on Christ as the pre-eminent Word of God might detract from the authority of the Bible as God’s Word. Nothing could be further from the truth! The Bible is the primary means by which we become familiar with both the purposes and the personality of its subject Jesus Christ. And here in the Emmaus road story we have a dynamic picture of the dance between God’s Word in the Bible and his final Word in Jesus. Each one points to the other. Our subjective personal encounters with Jesus are counterbalanced by our more objective examination of his Word in the Bible. One without the other simply doesn’t work. Hearing God begins with Jesus and leads us immediately to Scripture which, in turn, points us back to Christ.

Any revelation that claims to be from God, therefore, but does not sound like Jesus, and fails to push us deeper into relationship with Jesus, is fundamentally not Christian, no matter how supernatural it seems, how profound it sounds and how many Bible verses come wrapped around its delivery. 

The vision is Jesus

Many years ago, at the start of the 24-7 prayer movement, I scribbled some words on the wall of the first prayer room that unexpectedly self-seeded all around the world (now we’d say they ‘went viral’). It was a long, rambling prayer-poem-rant type thing called ‘The Vision’, which began like this:

So this guy comes up to me and says, ‘What’s the vision? What’s the big idea?’ I open my mouth and the words come out like this: ‘The vision? The vision is Jesus! Dangerously, obsessively, undeniably Jesus.’

It’s a long time since I wrote those words. The world has changed a great deal, and so have I. My faith has for the most part mellowed with the seasons, hopefully like a half-decent wine. Many of the things that seemed so intensely important back then have simply evaporated with time. Meanwhile, my hope in humanity’s ability to sort itself out through politics, economics and science has diminished drastically, and my trust in charismatic leaders to show us the way out of our predicament is almost completely gone. But the gentle allure of Jesus – the luminous beauty of his character and the startling defiance of his way – remains my vision, my glorious obsession, perhaps more now than ever before. Jesus really is the hope of the world.

I’m naturally nervous of prophecy, and of the kind of people who claim to have a hotline to heaven, but because I’m into Jesus I do deeply desire to hear whatever he has to say, no matter how he chooses to say it. I find myself invited to speak around the world about prayer, and this often leaves me feeling a fraud because I’m not especially interested in the subject. But because I’m into Jesus, we talk, and yes, I guess our conversations are going a little deeper these days. Hearing his voice remains tricky. I’m learning – becoming more discerning – but I still sometimes get it wrong. I’m also nervous because psychiatric wards are full of people hearing voices they attribute to God. And so, for that matter, is the Christian conference circuit. We need to think. We need to be biblical. But most of all we need to stay focused on Jesus.

The religious knowledge of the couple on the Emmaus road would have been extensive, but when they met the risen Jesus, everything – including their understanding of the Bible – had to change. Personally, I’m not particularly interested in becoming more devout, or more informed, or even better at hearing God. I aspire to discern his voice only insofar as it brings me closer to Jesus. My passion is still, in the words of Paul, ‘to know Christ’ (Phil. 3:10). In spite of many failures, my focus remains, in the words of Hebrews, ‘Jesus the author and perfecter of our faith’ (Heb. 12:2, ASV).


Pause & Pray:

I pause here simply to focus my thoughts upon Jesus, ‘the author and perfecter of [my] faith’, asking him to draw near to me now by his Spirit, just as he drew near to the couple on the Emmaus road. Sitting still and breathing slowly, I become aware of his presence. And thinking about these two words – ‘author’ and ‘perfecter’ – I ask myself how my story is still being written and in what ways my faith still needs to be perfected. 



Going ghar

The wonderful truth is that Jesus Christ still appears and speaks to people today the way he did on the Emmaus road. I’ll never forget the testimony of a Kurdish woman called Asrin, who first shared her story with me one evening over dinner and has given me permission to recount it here. Asrin grew up in northern Iran where six of her cousins were killed by the ruling Ayatollah’s forces (with whom the Kurdish Iranians are at war). Her earliest memories, therefore, are of playing in the cemetery where her mother would go to mourn. Then, at the age of sixteen, Asrin was arrested, accused of crimes she had not committed and forced to sign a declaration of guilt. 

‘I had done nothing wrong and still they held me guilty,’ she said, and I detected a flicker of fire in her eyes. ‘These people had killed my cousins, and now they were accusing me of crimes I had not committed. So I decided I might as well go and do the things they had forced me to confess. I would travel to the mountains of Iran and join the Kurdish militia.’

Up to this point, Asrin had always dutifully attended the mosque to pray but, she said, Allah had never responded. As communists, the Kurdish militia denied God’s existence and Asrin began to wonder if they were right. 

‘Either God was going to speak to me,’ she said, with a flash of that same fire, ‘or I would have nothing to do with him. I gave God an ultimatum,’ she grinned. ‘I told him he had seven nights to speak to me, or I would go ghar – that’s a Persian word for being permanently upset with someone.’

On the seventh night, just before bed, Asrin reminded God of his looming deadline: ‘Either you appear to me tonight,’ she said, ‘or that’s it. I will live the rest of my life as if you don’t exist.’ And that night she had a dream. She dreamed that she was in a vast reception room full of many people, feeling very alone until she recognised a man in front of her, leaning against a wall. It was Hazrat Īsā, Jesus the holy, highly honoured in the Quran as a prophet (but not as the Son of God). ‘He was standing so close I could feel his breath,’ she said. ‘All around him there was brilliant light.’ 

Nervously, Asrin addressed Jesus. She told him she was here to talk to God. ‘He looked straight back at me and said the strangest thing: “Talk!”’

‘“No,” I protested. “You don’t understand. I need to talk to God.”

‘Again, Jesus looked at me and said, “Talk!”

‘Then, very slowly, he repeated the most astounding phrase: “I am God,” he said. “‘I am God. I am God.”’

Asrin’s face seemed to be shining with the memory. ‘As I heard this,’ she whispered, ‘all doubt drained away from my tired heart. We talked and talked and talked. I just poured out my heart to him – to God in Jesus – and for the first time in my life, I experienced God speaking back into my life.’

When Asrin awoke from her dream she hurried to share the news with the local mullah, but he told her angrily that Jesus could not be God. Next she told her family, but they just laughed at her. And then one day, as she was sitting in a park far from home, a total stranger gave Asrin a New Testament in the Persian language.15 It was the first Bible she’d ever seen. The stranger also invited her to church, where she was amazed to hear the preacher say that God is love. Reading her new Bible in the park afterwards, Asrin finally found the words that made sense of her dream. Jesus said, ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’ (John 14:6). No wonder he’d invited her to ‘Talk!’ 

Right there and then, sitting in that park, Asrin acknowledged Jesus Christ as the Son of God. And as she did so, she experienced an unfamiliar sense of hope flooding into her body, displacing the many years of despair.

Asrin shared this story with me quietly and calmly, but I just kept shaking my head in amazement and forgetting to eat. A couple of times I wanted to scream, ‘Hallelujah!’ At the end I wanted her to tell it all again, this time to the whole canteen, until I remembered that most of our fellow diners were also Persian Christians – members of the fastest-growing church in the world – many with their own equally amazing tales to tell.

‘So what did you do,’ I asked, ‘after you became a follower of Jesus?’

‘Oh,’ she laughed. ‘I never joined the Kurdish militia. I didn’t want to kill people any more. I wanted to bring life. So I trained to plant churches instead.’

‘Of course,’ I said encouragingly, pretending that this is precisely the sort of thing I expect women to be doing in Iran. ‘And, um, how’s it all going?’

‘Well, I’ve planted five churches so far,’ she replied casually. At this point I decided that I was not going to be the person to tell Asrin that some Christians in the supposedly emancipated West don’t think women can do things like this.

‘Isn’t that a bit … dangerous?’ I asked instead, already feeling like a complete coward. 

Asrin fixed me with a steady gaze. ‘Pastor Pete,’ she said, ‘I was willing to die fighting to kill for the Kurdish militia. Don’t you think it’s much better to die fighting for Jesus Christ?’

When I meet people like Asrin I want to become a Christian all over again. That beautiful verse from Colossians loops in my mind: ‘Christ in you, the hope of glory’ (Col. 1:27). Like the couple on the road to Emmaus, Asrin had never expected to meet Jesus, and yet, when she did, he spoke in such a way that the Bible came to life, her heart burned within her, and the entire trajectory of her life was transformed. How did he speak? First through a dream, then through a preacher and finally through the Bible. And the result of these different types of revelation was a wonderful, ongoing conversation with the Lord that continues to this day.

* * *

Growing up, I never really learned to hear God’s voice in the kind of conversational way experienced by the couple on the road to Emmaus and by Asrin in Iran. I learned to listen out for God’s voice in sermons and in Bible verses that seemed relevant enough to my situation to be appropriated as such. I suppose I also expected God to speak when I needed particular guidance for big decisions, and never really doubted that he could speak supernaturally to missionaries and people who seemed more deserving than me. But I never really learned to hear the Lord for myself, not as a natural part of a living relationship. Looking back now, I think I had unwittingly developed three fundamental problems with the very notion of God speaking to me either supernaturally or in any consistently conversational way: psychological, theological and experiential. 

Psychologically, I felt unworthy of any kind of special attention from God, and my experiences backed this up. When I prayed for a miracle, it never seemed to work; when I read my Bible, it often seemed irrelevant; and when I needed God to speak dramatically, there was never an audible voice, or an angelic visitation, or a supernatural dream. Asrin’s story would have left me secretly thinking, ‘That could never happen to me.’ I didn’t feel spiritual or special enough to hear God in the ways people do in the Bible, or in places like Iran.

Theologically, I had absorbed some of the prejudices of dispensationalism, although I would never have known what that term meant. This is the idea that we should no longer expect God to speak and act miraculously today in the ways he once did in the Bible because all that sort of thing died the day the ink dried on the New Testament. These days, the argument goes, we have God’s Word in the Bible, which is far more reliable than all that other whacko stuff. One of the many problems with this view is that it disregards the fact that people can, and do, misunderstand and misapply the Bible just as much as any other means of divine communication. It also ignores the fact that the Bible itself teaches that God speaks outside the Bible!16 Dispensationalism only really makes sense in the absence of miracles, which leads me to the third problem I had with hearing from God …

Experientially, I was unfamiliar with the voice of God. Apart from the Bible, I only really expected him to communicate through my conscience (which seemed basically to be God saying ‘No!’ a lot), and through something we referred to as ‘having peace’. The idea here was that when you made a good decision you would be flooded with a sense of wellbeing, but when you made a bad one you would lose that peace altogether. For me this was never a good test. In fact, most of the best decisions I’ve ever made have been accompanied by feelings of blind terror. The night I proposed to Sammy, for example, I had no peace at all. I was absolutely petrified. The night before we married, I was worse. The day I started the internship that revolutionised my relationship with the Lord, I walked down the driveway literally doubled up with anxiety. My lack of peace was epic. I could go on, but you get the point. Peace is a pretty subjective means of making important decisions, especially if you’re as uptight as me. 

This matters because we often confuse theology with psychology. The fact that God speaks is a matter of theology. It’s about God’s nature. But how we hear God speak is a matter not of theology but of psychology. It’s about how our neural pathways have learned to receive and process data, which varies from person to person. One individual may indeed be flooded with feelings of peace when they propose to their girlfriend while another may be utterly terrified. This probably says more about the way that person is wired than it does about the will of God for their lives. 

Psychology and theology

St Joseph’s School in the town of Walgett in the remote Australian outback was founded by the Sisters of St Joseph in 1896. Its motto, proudly emblazoned everywhere from the school crest to the school uniform, is I hear, I see, I act. Students at St Joseph’s are left in no doubt that theirs is a broad education involving hearing, seeing and doing. But perhaps seeking a little extra gravitas, and with a nod, no doubt, to the school’s Catholic roots, a decision was taken a few years ago to translate this excellent motto into Latin. Which is how a school in the Australian outback came to have the utterly brilliant epigram: audio, video, disco.17

Of course it’s not just the pupils of Walgett who learn by hearing, seeing and doing. Everyone processes information in all three of these ways, with a clear bias, particularly earlier in
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Living Word: Sojourner Truth (1797–1883) – Encountering Jesus












 




Listening Exercise: Hearing God’s Word in Jesus




Worship exercises

Let us fix our eyes on Jesus. 
(Hebrews 12:2, BSB)





Questions for personal reflection and group discussion


	Is there a time in my life when ‘Jesus himself drew near’? How did he speak? What did he say? Do the particular circumstances of that encounter reveal anything about my own predisposition when it comes to hearing God?

	In November 2017 a painting of Jesus entitled Salvator Mundi (Saviour of the World), attributed to Leonardo da Vinci, became the most expensive painting ever sold. Looking at it now online, does anything seem familiar? Is there anything I ‘recognise’ in his features? In what ways do I perceive and experience Jesus differently from the way Leonardo da Vinci experienced him?

	(For groups) Take time to share testimonies of how you became followers of Jesus. (This is invariably a wonderful, faith-building thing to do, and it doesn’t matter at all if you’ve shared like this before.) At the end of each person’s story go round the group, each saying, ‘The thing that story shows me about Jesus is …’
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  Everyone prays.
But no one finds it easy.
We all need a little help. 
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