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Three thousand years after Gideon, twenty five hundred years after Isaiah,

two thousand years after Jesus and Paul, our sense of the powerful forces that

created our universe and that sustain it have become blunted.

We know just enough about Big Bang theory, about expanding universe,

just enough about the tectonic plates that moving make earthquakes and tsunamis,

and just enough about biology and evolution that we are guilty of hubris

about what is real and what is not. Hubris...over weaning pride. We are guilty of thinking we
know it all, and in danger of being unaware of the unseen, unknowable mystery thatis God.

Today’s readings all have to do with awe, awe of an unexplained powerful Presence.

The Bible calls this awe “fear”, but fear doesn’t really do justice to these experiences of the Holy.
Fear is a strong feeling that one is in mortal danger and must escape to save oneself.

The awe/fear felt by Simon Peter, by Paul, by Gideon and others in scripture is like a blast of
wind, a blast of transcendence that comes from beyond time and space, a transcendence that is
both overwhelming but at the same time trustworthy, attractive, appealing.

When the Old Testament speaks of “the Angel of the Lord” it usually means a vision of God,
God-Self. This is what happens to Gideon as he is hiding grain from the marauding Midianites.
He is visited by (and here I am going to say it two ways) ...he is visited by the idea that he,

a young and insignificant member of a weak Israelite tribe, that he can be the leader of the
resistance against the Midianite invaders. He is visited by an idea. Second way of sayingit: he is
visited by God in human form commissioning him to be the one to lead his people against the
enemy.

Proof of the identity of this visitor, this visitation, is the ritual sacrifice of meat and bread
miraculously burned up (consumed) by fire on a rock altar. The gift to God of precious food is
the sealing of relationship between Gideon and God, between Gideon and the idea of his mission
inlife. It was an experience of awe...fearful awe, but also wonderful, affirming, attracting awe.
The Holy Presence was both awesome and supportive. Afterwards Gideon was filled with a new
confidence.

Moving to Paul: he, too, experienced this fearful, wonderful attracting awe. He, a persecutor of
Christians, he, on his way to trap, interrogate and arrest Christians in Damascus, was struck to
the ground by the sense of Presence, the hearing of a Voice and the frightening question,
“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”

Years later, writing to the Christians in Corinth Paul/Saul attests to the power of the
resurrection saying,” Christ appeared to Cephas (Peter), then to the Twelve. Then he appeared
to five hundred...Last of all as to one untimely born, he appeared to me.” Paul continues with an
admission of his unfitness to be named in the same breath as the apostles because of his history
as a persecutor of Christ’s followers.

Like Gideon he was both exalted by the experience of the Holy and cast down by feelings of
unworthiness, of being weak and incapable of filling the shoes of an apostle. Then, which is
typical of Paul, he can’t resist boasting. Actually, he says, I worked harder than the other
apostles!






