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“Your Sons and Daughters Shall Prophesy” — Oct. 23, 2016
Joel 2
27 You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other. And my people shall never again be put to shame. 
28 Then afterwards I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. 29 Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my spirit.

30 I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and columns of smoke. 31The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.

32Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.

What do we make of this? Joel sees signs and portents in the sky and on earth (2:30). He sees columns of fire and smoke. But, more interestingly, he foresees a visionary generation of young people who will prophesy and see visions. But it’s not just the young. “Your old men shall dream dreams” he says (2:28). Perhaps in his day, the grandfathers and grandmothers were having these visions and dreams, probably causing no end of distress to their adult children! 

Maybe Joel is envisioning a kind of thing that has happened before, and can happen again in any generation. Are your sons and daughters as precocious as the ones in this text, who prophesy and see visions? Well, they may be just the kind of people we need to bring new wine, new insight, new hope to the world! Or is your mom or dad talking about spiritual experiences? Maybe they are the ones to inspire us.

I think something like this happened with the explosion of new ideas and music that came in the 1960s and 70s. It probably happened in Luther’s time at the beginning of the Reformation. It almost certainly happened at the time of the American Revolution. Even though the Founding Fathers are not who we usually think of when we speak of people seeing visions, they had a vision of a new kind of polity, one where there was tolerance for all religious minorities—a very radical vision for its time.
One thing is certain: the visions that one generation sees can shock and surprise another generation, can seem too radical, too naïve, too holy-roller, or too unsettling.
I think Joel’s message has to do with how different generations can share and proclaim their visions and religious experiences, surprising either their parents or their offspring. The primary focus here seems to be on young people bringing insight and change to society, but he also has old folk surprising people with their dreams! Further, class and status are not relevant when it comes to receiving insight. Joel has the slaves receiving the spirit, as well, and he goes out of his way to say that the spirit falls both “on the male and female slaves” (2:29). 
And that’s the part I haven’t talked about yet: the pouring out of the spirit. The church has understood this prophecy of an outpoured spirit to be a vision of Pentecost, when, after Jesus’ Ascension, he sent his Spirit into the world. It was received by the apostles and gave them courage and insight they had not had before. It pulled them out of hiding and out into the highways and marketplaces, in homes and synagogues, proclaiming that the Messiah had come, and that he had poured out his Spirit on all flesh. 

There is a passage in John that the church has understood to refer to the Spirit’s helping the apostles to recall Jesus’ words and set them down in writing, forty to seventy years later. This is where Jesus says “the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you” (John 14:26). I don’t think this makes the Bible absolutely free of human error; after all, we have slightly different recollections given in each of the four gospels, but they agree on most things, without having been forced into absolute conformity with each other. We have variety, reflecting honest but different recollections, and varying re-tellings handed down.

It’s just as true today as it was then: each person has his own unique experience. Each operates at his own frequency. One wavelength is not better than another. Experience is unique to each person. We each learn about God in our own way. We all have our experiences, and we all have a role to play. A group works best when it allows its members to play their special roles. To use a basketball metaphor: some are good at defense, some are good at passing, some are good at shooting, some are good at rebounding. But to have a winning team you need each of those areas to be covered by someone, and you also need some good bench players. In all human groups, we need a variety of skills, even a diversity of viewpoints. We don’t all have to think alike, in order to function well as a team. 

It is a certain unity of spiritual feeling, not a unity of thinking, that leads to spiritual unity. I am referring to a feeling for spiritual values: a loyalty to truth and goodness. If we have that, it is not a problem that we do not all think alike. It’s more a matter of loving alike than of thinking alike.
Now, when it comes to the Spirit, I think we need to honor the very personal dimension of the Spirit’s work. Jesus says: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth . . . . He will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13–14). Our experience of the Spirit is very personal, but it can also be very public. What I think the Spirit is telling me, is very personal and meaningful to me. But when I proclaim it, I have to expect the community to reflect upon—and possibly to critique—what I have said. The community has never been able to accept every vision as being of equal validity. One of the gifts of the Spirit that Paul lists is “the discernment of spirits” (1 Cor 12:10). And elsewhere he tells the church, “do not quench the Spirit. . . . but test everything, hold fast to what is good” (1 Thess 5:19, 21).

So we have to test or discern the visions and dreams that we hear others express, or that we ourselves are experiencing, but we should accept that these manifestations will continue, and that sometimes the Spirit will be garbled and distorted by contact with our pre-existing beliefs or fears, and sometimes the Spirit will come through more purely and clearly. What is really of most importance is the last line in the Joel prophecy: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Joel 2:32).

Or, as Jesus puts it, “whoever comes to me I will never drive away” (John 6:37 NIV). So, even if someone has a vision that the church cannot accept, that does not mean that that person will be driven out of the spiritual family. Jesus includes people in the family, in the hopes that the love and the common sense that are practiced within the family will rub off on that person.

So at the end of the day, even in this sermon about visions and dreams, about the shock and surprise that one generation can cause to another, the end of the message is love. The end of the message is always love, when it’s a Jesus message!

