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AVOIDING CONFRONTATION … WITH GOD? 
I John 4:7-13 

 
 
 Avoiding Confrontation … With God?  If I had only thirty seconds to preach this sermon, 
here’s what I’d say: “There’s NO avoiding it!”  However, I do have about 20 minutes … so let’s get 
going. 

 
 Two weeks ago, I mentioned the burning bush and God talking to Moses in my 
sermon Heart Persuasions!  The question that keeps coming to my mind is: Who in the world is 
going to believe that you had a confrontation with God in a burning bush talking back to you?  In 
fact, I’d be willing to guess that most of us have never encountered God in such DRAMATIC and 
LITERAL ways.  Make’s you sometimes kind of wonder about what God was thinking in these 
ancient stories: the hardly ... if-at-all ... believable appearances of God, and God’s messengers, 
in ways that often make little or no sense to the rational mind.  Or DO they?!  Or, do they NEED 
to? 

    
 Harry Emerson Fosdick: Pastor, Prophet … was famous as a preacher, a pacifist and a 
champion of civil rights.  While the pastor at the First Presbyterian Church in New York City, 
Fosdick, one Sunday morning in the almost unbearable heat of the ‘60s civil rights struggle, 
walked up into his pulpit, leaned over his notes, looked out on this congregation and 
confessed, “Last night I had a dream.  I dreamed I saw God.  And, SHE’S BLACK!” 
 Every once in a while I’ll have a dream I can remember that leaves me a little befuddled.  
(Karen is the one who has vivid dreams almost every night and she can go into minute detail 
… ask her to share one with you.)  Well, the dream I had wasn’t quite as poignant as Fosdick’s, 
but recently I dreamed that as soon as the acolytes lighted the candles there on the 
communion table, God [looking kind of like George Burns in a flowing robe] jumped down 
from that table, soared through the chancel area, and stopped right there in the front and 
stared at us.  God stopped / and waited for us to respond.  God waited / and waited / and 
waited / and for all I know is still waiting / because right after that I woke up. 

    
 Both of these dreams remind me of a verse from the American Beatnik poet, Lawrence 
Ferlinghetti, of the Beat-Generation.  This is what he wrote: 
 I am waiting 
 For them to prove 
 That God is really American 
 And I am waiting 
 To see God on television 
 Piped into church altars 
 If they can find 
 The right channel to tune it in on 
 And I am waiting  
 for the last supper to be served again 
 and I am perpetually awaiting 
 a rebirth of wonder 



 I am waiting 
 

 Like Fosdick’s dream and mine, 1 John 4 raises some very serious questions about our 
confrontations with God, and, ultimately, how we respond in the midst of those encounters.   
 1 John 4:12 & 13 says: 

 No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love 
is perfected in us. 
 By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of 
his Spirit. 

 So, if no one has seen God ... EVER … what are the questions we need to grapple with?  And 
if we take them seriously, HOW will they begin to move our faith toward maturity?  “I am waiting!” 

 
 FIRST, you have to wonder when God confronts us, WHY bushes don’t burn, 
temples don’t shake, and we don’t see handwriting on the wall like they use to?   
 Simply put, God doesn’t need fire, wind, thunder, earthquakes or bushes when 
confronting us … merely a quiet, small voice will do … sometimes one so quiet, and so small, 
we might miss God in the hearing if we’re not careful.   

 Some of you are looking at me and thinking, “Well I’ve never heard God, and really 
don’t expect to ... literally, that is.  No bushes in my life.”  Oh!  But, is it that God has never 
spoken, or is it that our minds have been roaming so much that we haven’t recognized the signals 
for what they are? 
 Saying that God has NOT spoken to us (whether we’ve heard it or not) might suggest 
that we believe we have an “uncalled” life … a life devoid of God speaking … a life that is self-
centered, a life that is empty.  BUT, THAT IS JUST NOT THE WAY THIS GOD OF ABRAHAM AND 
JESUS WORKS.   

 Alright, so saying that we haven’t had a burning bush episode doesn’t mean that God 
has not confronted us … and in fact, we can’t avoid those confrontations … especially with 
God!   
 MAYBE we just haven’t recognized the form of the bush or the tone of the voice that’s in 
our life and beside us more often that we think.   
 MAYBE too often we’ve dismissed God’s appearances, shoving them to the edges of our 
experience, placing them in some compartment sort of like a video game that you can 
manipulate at will with a holy controller under YOUR supervision.  Sure, this God of 
convenience may make an occasional appearance on Sunday morning, or in a “get-me-out-of-
this-mess” emergency, but rarely ever in the Monday through Saturday world of work, 
relationships, and decisions we all face. 
 BUT, GOD DOES SPEAK.  Not necessarily in the same ways as in the past, OR with the 
same voice that others have heard, OR at the most convenient of times for any of us, but 
nonetheless, God does speak.   
 Even Martin Luther admitted that his commentary on the book of Romans came to 
him while answering the call of nature … and that is certainly not either usual or convenient.   

 And so, this God, whom we confess to believe in, doesn’t choose the most convenient 
or the most appropriate times to come crashing into our existence, trying to get our attention 
to do something in this world to make a difference.  That may well be why we often either 
don’t listen or fail to appreciate that it IS God speaking.  And because it’s just not as dramatic as 
“build a boat” or “free my people” or “let yourself be put on a cross” for the sake of God’s creation 
… we dismiss it.   
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 Maybe it’s not from a bush, or from a pulpit, or from a dramatic dream where God 
looks like George Burns, but it just might be that when God speaks to us it is from a client, a 
patient, a student, a neighbor, a teacher, a friend, a child, a spouse, or any of a myriad of 
circumstances that we might think God would not normally touch with a ten-foot pole. 

 Nonetheless, we need to believe … even if we don’t recognize the nudging of God in the 
person or circumstance … that we are NEVER ALONE, we are NEVER AUTONOMOUS.  God is 
present and always speaking in both the brightest and the darkest, most desolate times and 
places.  And, to survive and experience hope, we need to confess that is so.  “By this we know that 
we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.” 

 Nobody ever said God was conventional.  Moses wasn’t eager to recognize God; 
neither was Isaiah, or Gideon or countless others.  Even Jesus finally had to cry out, “Not my will 
but yours,” when confronted by God in the garden.   
 God DOES appear; God DOES speak; we can’t avoid confrontation with God; and 
sometimes it happens in the most “God-awful ways imaginable”.  Watch, wait, anticipate … 
but not for the conventional.  I’d also be quite surprised if God appeared in the ways that 
popular religious literature suggests: raptures, Da Vinci codes, and Jesus’ face appearing in a 
piece of toast notwithstanding.   
 Ordinarily … and in the experience of most … God is more of a “sneaker” than a 
“crasher.”  So be careful that you don’t dismiss God’s appearance in the simple times as well: 
while peeling a potato, or changing a diaper, or mowing the lawn or gassing up the car. 

 
 SECOND, never forget that everyone’s confrontation with God is NOT THE SAME.   
 While I may not be able to agree with the 18th century writer and philosopher, Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe [GOO-te], considered by many to be the most important writer in the 
German language and one of the most important thinkers in Western culture, when he said 
that “we create God in our own image”; even though I may not agree with him, nonetheless, 
who God is for YOU is defined in terms of YOUR past, YOUR present and YOUR future.  Never let 
anyone define for you the “WHO” and “HOW” and “WHY” of your relationship with God.  That is 
YOUR time, YOUR place, YOUR experience.   
 The God who confronted Moses did so in terms of Moses’ own personal memory of 
ancient patriarchs whose names meant something to him.  YOUR confrontation with God is in 
terms of YOUR experience, YOUR memory, NOT someone else’s.   
 No doubt, you’re going to share similarities with someone else’s experience, someone 
else’s time and space of God.  That’s what makes religious communities [churches and 
denominations] possible—the shared experiences, the shared memory, the shared 
understanding.  But, YOU confront God most intimately in terms of who YOU are, not in terms of 
who SOMEBODY else is.   

    
 Here’s my challenge to you today: Take time to think about and discover the ways that 
God is being present for you in distinctly individual ways.  And, be very careful that you don’t let 
anyone ... AND I MEAN ANYONE ... tell you the “what” and “how” of your confrontation with 
God, or what you must or must not believe about God.  Not even me in my pontificating this 
morning.  Maybe, especially that!   
 Now, when you’re talking with someone about your particular confrontation with God 
and they object in anyway or try to discredit your belief or your path, simply just let it go.  
Religion has too many “belief fascists” … that’s what they are … they insist that you have to 
believe just like they do about God.  HOWEVER, if God created you in God’s image, then by 
golly, God gave you the freedom ... AND THE RESPONSIBILITY ... to experience God in terms that 
God has set out for you individually … not in imitation of someone else’s experience.   
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 That’s what Presbyterians believe ... yes, we do.  In our Book of Order, right in the front, 
the very first one of our Historic Principles of Church Order says: 

 That “God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the 
doctrines and commandments of men which are in anything contrary to his 
Word, or beside it, in matters of faith or worship.” (Book of Order,G-1.0301) 

 One of the most frightening characteristics of contemporary Christianity (and of 
Christianity’s history) is that some individual or some group establishes themselves as the 
moderator of correct belief … those “belief fascists” … and they don’t give you the chance to 
make your own discoveries.  Whether it’s in the demands of the Creationists, or the Ten 
Commandment pushers, or the King James Version radicals, or WHATEVER, remember YOU are 
the one who seizes for YOURSELF the moment of God’s confrontation with YOU. 

 
 This leads us to the THIRD and final point I want to make about our 
confrontations with God: Whatever God is, is NOT necessarily LIMITED to what any one 
PERSON or COMMUNITY believes.   
 Churches and denominations are started because of clearly defined, accepted and 
common understandings … that’s why WE are here.  But the most honest and freest of faith 
communities will not insist that you toe a rigid line regarding YOUR unique experience and 
confrontation with God.   

 I want you to listen carefully to what I’m going to say because it has taken me a lot of 
years to reach this place in my own personal belief in God.  Now don’t misunderstand me, 
what I’m saying here means, at least in part, that God does not necessarily need to be perceived 
as either male, or female, straight, or gay, or red, or yellow, or black or white, or rich or poor, or 
uptown or redneck, or a host of other LIMITING understandings of God.  God may very well be 
ALL of these, but to insist that you have to accept God as any one of these alone, or ALL of 
these, or even somewhere in between, is to manipulate another’s own confrontation with God.  It 
is an arrogance that limits God’s ways of confronting us.  For you see, ultimately God is 
UNLIMITED, BOUNDLESS, UNFATHOMABLE, UNKNOWABLE, ETERNAL … No one has EVER seen 
God! 

 
 Here’s the reality ... when you DO discover God in YOUR confrontation you just might 
discover that God IS what you expected, and MORE besides.  If God was in Christ reconciling 
the world to God, and if Martin Luther was right when he said that we must be “Christs” … 
that is, the presence of God … to our neighbors, then our confrontations with God take on a 
new and until now unexplored dimension.  God is certainly in the saints of the Church, but just 
possibly God also may confront us as much in a poor, desperate child in the slums of India or 
even Jacksonville; God may confront us as much in the words of a wise lawyer as in a single 
mom living in subsidized housing; God may confront us as much in a old neighbor who has 
never been to college as in a caring medical professional; as much in someone who can 
neither draw a straight line or carry a tune in a bucket as in a gifted artist with talent exuding 
from fingers and voice.  God is this, yes, and MORE, MUCH, MUCH MORE.  Whoever you are, look 
into yourself and discover who YOU ARE and who GOD IS FOR YOU.   

    
 I heard about some advice a minister gave to a visitor to his church one time.  He told 
her that she should come into the church and begin to repeat what that church believes 
about God.  Even if she didn’t believe it, she should keep saying it again and again and again 
... and eventually she would come to believe it.   
 If I may be so bold as to disagree: DON’T FOR ONE MINUTE TAKE THAT ADVICE WHEN 
LOOKING AROUND FOR YOUR CONFRONTATION WITH GOD.  We have enough hypocrisy in the 
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world, in society, and in the church, without forcing ourselves to say something about God 
that we don’t believe.   
 I’m going to give you some freedom this morning that may help.  If in worship, you 
come to words in a litany or in a hymn and you don’t believe them, then just shut up.  I know 
some of you do that already.  God knows your understanding of who God is, and that’s okay.  
The ONLY person you are fooling in saying it or singing it are those around you.  God knows 
otherwise. 

 So ... when you confront God, do it honestly.  Say, pray, and sing what you believe 
about YOUR confrontation with God for the time being.  Hold onto what you can believe, 
consider what you cannot believe, and let your confrontation with God continue to grow in the 
process.  In fact, it may not be so much “what you believe” or “how you believe” but that what 
and how you believe is with a mind open to the new possibilities God may bring your way.  After 
all, that may well be what’s most important about citizenship in the Kingdom of God: the 
freedom to say to God: “I BELIEVE; help my UNBELIEF.” 

    
 In the movie, Chicken Run, one of the barnyard animals reminds the other chickens: 
“It’s not the fences around the farm that keep us here; it’s the fences around your brains.”   

 When you confront God, you have the right—no, the responsibility and the integrity—to 
TEAR DOWN THE FENCES around your BRAIN and your HEART and let God in, to be as intimate 
with you as you are willing to allow: with God as responsible parent, as loving child, as male, as 
female, as lover, as friend, as master, as servant, as sibling, as WHATEVER WAYS YOU CAN 
ENCOUNTER GOD.  There truly is no AVOIDING it!   

 
 And so ... go with God this morning and this week.  As you go, believe that wherever 
you are, whoever is around you, in whatever circumstance you find yourself … GOD IS THERE.   
 And my final advice to you, for what it’s worth, is for you to GRAB HOLD OF GOD AND 
LET GOD GRAB HOLD OF YOU ... EVEN WHEN IT HURTS! 

Amen and Amen. 


