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It goes without saying, but I am going to say it anyway:  “These have been exciting times for 2010 high school seniors.”  It has not just been the excitement of senior year with homecoming, prom and the like, but the fact that they are now standing at the threshold of adulthood.  They know that soon the well-ordered routine that began a dozen years ago will cease, and they will enter into a new time in their lives.  In preparation, they have spent this year wrestling with what may be the biggest question of their young lives—college or career?  If college, which college?  If career, what career?  No wonder senior year is exciting.   It is the year many young people make their first truly life-altering decision.  
Yet the decision these young people make regarding college or career will not be the last, will it?  
Life demands many decisions.  Do we marry or not?  If so, who?  Do we take this job or that one?  Do we live in this city or somewhere else?  Do we have children?  Is it time to retire or stay a little longer?  In the course of life, we make innumerable decisions, all of which have consequences.  In many ways, life becomes one decision after another.
And yet how do we make those decisions?  How do we decide what to do when faced with major choices?

In “How to Make the Big Decisions in Life,” Wray Herbert suggests that we typically make decisions in one of four ways. 

One might be called the rationalist model.  The rationalist will take a sheet of paper, draw a line down the middle, and put the plusses on one side and the minuses on the other.   She will identify the potential gains versus the potential losses.  She will check out Car and Driver or Consumer Reports before a major purchase.  She believes—or at least imagines—that the “right” decision is just a matter of weighing all the evidence and selecting that to which it points.  

But not everyone is a rationalist.  Some people prefer to play their hunches.  They know that many of the decisions we make cannot be calculated.  One can, for example, list the positives and negatives of marriage, but that probably isn’t how you want to choose who you marry.  At least, I would not suggest doing so in front of a prospective spouse.  Instead, one depends on what has been dubbed “unconscious intelligence.”   Psychologists suggest that we are capable of making reasonable, even intelligent decisions, without consciously pondering them.  Although rooted in the mind, we often refer to such decisions as coming from the heart or from the gut.  They just “feel” right.  We just “know it” to be the thing to do.  Our subconscious guides our decision.

 Then there are decisions that we make by default.  Herbert points out that in France almost everyone is an organ donor, but in the United States only 28 percent of us have made such a declaration.  Why?  In France the default position is for donating.  If you don’t ask to be exempted, you are a donor.  In the United States, it is just the opposite.  You have to tell the DMV or hospital you are a donor otherwise you are not.  Many decisions are made by default.  We don’t calculate the wisdom of stopping at a red light.  We don’t decide if it “feels” right.  We just do because it is the default decision.

Finally, Herbert says there is the “take-the-best” method.  According to Herbert, “When you are in the take the best decision-making mode,  you search through the available cues…one at a time, but you stop searching as soon as you have enough information to make a rational choice.”  For example, most couples buying a house have a mental checklist.  Does it have enough bedrooms?  Is the kitchen large enough?  Is it in a good school district?  How close is the nearest HEB?  And so on.  The house doesn’t have to have everything on their list, but it has to have enough.  It has to be the best of the available options.  Once they check off enough important items, they are ready to buy.  The decision makes itself.
Now all of this is a way for us to better grasp the way we make important decisions.  Whether we do it rationally or by unconscious intelligence, by default or by taking the best, there is a certain logic to what we do.  Human calculations--sometimes large, sometimes small--go into our decision-making process.

Yet as Christians, these approaches are inevitably inadequate.  Oh, they are useful, but they do not take into account the work of God.  Ultimately, human calculations—consciously or subconsciously—may be important but the Christian seeks more than clear thinking.  We seek the Spirit’s guidance.  Our goal is to heed the wisdom revealed by God through the Holy Spirit.


Since Easter we have been exploring The Acts of the Apostles, the second volume of Luke’s Gospel.  Yet its title is a misnomer.  This book would be better named, “The Acts of the Holy Spirit” because throughout the book the apostles make their decisions based on the Spirit’s leading.


Take our reading today.  Paul is in Troas when, in a vision, he sees a man saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”  Barrels of ink have been expended on who the man was and on what happened once Paul arrived there.  But frequently we miss how Paul ended up there in the first place.


In the verses just before our reading, we hear the back story.  Paul has been in Asia Minor, what is modern Turkey, visiting some of the churches he founded.  Having completed those rounds he began to look for opportunities to minister elsewhere.  And he apparently decided to travel westward toward Ephesus.  There was only one problem.  The Holy Spirit did not want them to go there.  Writes Luke:  “They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.”  

Scripture doesn’t tell us how it was that they were forbidden.  Maybe it was a prophetic utterance in the church at Lystra.  Maybe it was some other sign.  Whatever the case, Paul and his company heeded the Spirit and turned their attention elsewhere--specifically to the territory to the north, to the province of Bithynia. Bithynia had great potential as a mission field.  It was populated by Greek cities and Jewish settlements.  The people were highly civilized--the kind of people with whom Paul could very successfully share the faith.   Only one problem—the Spirit did not agree.  “They attempted to go to Bithynia,” Luke writes, “but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them.”


Do you see what was happening?  Paul was making the very best decisions possible.  He calculated where he could best serve, how soon he could get there, the gains and losses entailed in the decision.  Maybe it was all rational.  Maybe it was more a matter of the heart or his instincts.  Maybe the decision was made by default—“I can’t go here, then must go there.”  Or maybe it just seemed like the best of all the available options.  We don’t know.  What we do know is that Paul had a plan.  He was ready to act.  But the Spirit said, “Stop.  Don’t go there.”


And so Paul, not by his own accord, ended up in Troas, ended up just two days from Macedonia, from the city of Philippi, from a handful of God-worshipping women, from a purple-seller named Lydia, whose heart the Lord would open to the Gospel.


Paul could have ignored the Spirit.  He could have pushed ahead with his plan to go to Ephesus or to Bithynia.  He could have even ignored the vision of the Macedonian man.  But because Paul put heeding the Spirit above his own plans, the Gospel was spread into what is now Europe.  Because Paul sought the wisdom of God, he made the right decision.  The Spirit led him to do that which the Lord required.


That is what happens when we seek and heed the Spirit.


Take the reading from last week.  As you may recall, Peter was in Joppa, staying in the house of Simon, a tanner.  His plan was to share the Gospel with Jews so that they might come to follow Christ.  But while he was at prayer, God gave him a vision.  It was of all kinds of animals, reptiles and birds—creatures that were considered unclean, creatures that a faithful Jew like Peter would never touch.  When God directed Peter to kill and eat, he protested, but God said, "What God has made clean, do not call common."  That left Peter confused.  But while he was trying to figure out the vision, three men who had been sent by Cornelius, a Gentile, a man unclean according to Jewish law, arrived at the front door.  And the Spirit told Peter to go with them, to go to Cornelius, to share the faith with this one who was unclean.  In other words, the Spirit told Peter to abandon his plans and follow God’s, to set aside his calculations and do as the Spirit guided.


The Spirit still guides. Karen wanted a family.  And she had a plan—a plan that many young people have.  She would find a man, fall in love, get married, have children and serve God as a loving parent.  But despite her efforts, it wasn’t happening.  Then one Sunday a representative from Child S.H.A.R.E. spoke at her church.  And Karen heard a word from God, a calling to become a foster parent.  Setting aside her plans, abandoning the calculations she had made, Karen followed the Spirit’s leading, becoming a foster parent and then the adoptive mother of an eight-year-old delight named Monica.


It would never have happened, could never have happened, without Karen’s willingness to heed the Spirit’s wisdom.


Maybe it is just my perspective, but I wonder if many of us—particularly those in rationalist traditions like our own--aren’t more committed to human calculations than to seeking the Spirit’s guidance?  I wonder if we are not more comfortable with our own plans than we are with seeking God’s. 


It certainly seems that way.  After all, most of us, if asked, have a plan for life.  Most of us have, in one way or another, decided what our future will be.  We know what we want, where we want to go, how we plan to get there.  

But where is God in our planning?  Have we made our plans with him or against him?  Are we acting as followers of Christ or as functional atheist?  

Could it be that one reason our plans so often go awry is that we do not seek God’s wisdom first?  Could it be that we need to spend less time analyzing data and more time listening to God?  Could it be that we, as Christians and as a church, need to plan less but pray more?

Let me offer you a challenge.  Chances are you are contemplating an important decision in your life.  Maybe it’s personal.  What will I do with my life?  Where should I live?  Where will I send my children to school?  What course of treatment should I undergo?  How can I heal a broken relationship?  Should I change jobs?  For some the decisions are corporate, like those regarding our church.  What path shall we follow?  What can we do to reach others?  What is it that God wants us to be and do?  Whatever the question, I invite you to write it on an index card or sheet of paper and put it where you will see it several times a day.  And then every time you do, pause and pray:  “Lead me, Lord.  Let your Spirit guide me so that your will might be done.”   Then listen for the Spirit.  Listen to what God has to say, and let his wisdom shape the decision you make.
