
 
 

My Sermon from Sunday July 8, 2018 ‘7th after Pentecost and ‘Sea Sunday’  ~ 
 

“I Know A Person . . .” 
 

Gracious God, through the written word, and through the spoken word, 
may we know your Living Word:  Jesus Christ our Saviour.  Amen. 

 
As an undergrad at U of T, I remember learning about interviewing techniques in a psychology class.  
We learned about direct and indirect questions.  And I always remember this classic question: 
 
“How much per week does an average university student drink?” 
 
The theory behind this indirect question is that the person responding will state what he/she actually 
drinks.  It is a less invasive question than asking:  “How much do you drink every week?”  The theory 
is that the person will give more of an honest answer about their own drinking habits.  I don’t why this 
particular question has stuck with me, but it has. 
 
Thirteen years ago when I first arrived at St. Paul’s, I found that, on occasion, when parishioners 
wanted to tell me something but didn’t want to attach their own feelings to the issue under discussion 
as they didn’t know me or trust me, they said something like this: 
 
“You know, Rector, I know a woman who doesn’t want you to leave the side blue door open.” . . .  
Or, “I know a man who is upset that the wardens’ pews were removed for wheelchairs.” . . .  Or, “I 
know a person who thinks you should ask a certain someone to leave the church.” . . . 
 
The person spoke in the third person about the feeling or the incident or the opinion. 
 
Today, 13 years later, parishioners now share their feelings with me and tell their story in the first 
person.  “I feel . . .”   “I don’t agree . . .”   “I would like to do it this way . . .”  Or  “Try this . . .”  
 
First person is personal and intimate.  Third person is more detached.  Which has more power?  “The 
church has beautiful music” or “I find that the music at St. Paul’s speaks to my heart”? 
   
That is why the apostle Paul’s description in the third person of a mystical experience that he had 
with God has intrigued Christians for centuries.  Paul describes his experience in the third person and 
then goes on to more comfortable territory and describes his thorn in the flesh using the first person.  
“A thorn was given me in the flesh.”  (2 Corinthians 12:7).  For the mystical experience, ‘3rd 
person’ and for the thorn in the flesh, ‘1st person.’ 
 
We know Paul as a rational and logical thinker and that is probably how he viewed himself.  Paul had 
a powerful and mystical vision and considered it to be boasting in his personal relationship with 
Christ.  Our scripture from Second Corinthians 12: 2-10 begins after Paul writes that it is “necessary 
to boast.”   
 
Here’s how his 3rd person account is recorded in 2nd Corinthians chapter 12.  It begins: 
 
“I know a person in Christ who 14 years ago was caught up to the third heaven.  . . .  Caught up 
into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told.”   
 
“I know a person . . .”   
 



We are left wondering.  Why 
did Paul use the third 
person?  We do know that 
he is talking about himself 
as he goes on to say “I 
refrain from boasting 
about it (the vision) so 
that no one may think 
better of me.” 
 
Paul has a vision of an 
actual experience of God 
showing him heaven.  Paul 
calls heaven the “third 
heaven” or “paradise.”  In 
Biblical language, the first 
heaven is the sky and the 
clouds that surround the 
earth.  The second heaven 
is the stars and the cosmos, 
and the third heaven is the 
home of God.  In the Genesis story of creation in chapter 1, heaven is referred to as the atmosphere 
surrounding earth. 
 
Today many people have these experiences when their heart stops and the person is brought back to 
life.  These “NDE’s” (Near Death Experiences) are mystical experiences of the presence of God and 
of heaven.  And many people today are just as careful when speaking about them as Paul was when he 
used the third person  ~  “I know a person”  ~   A person will say to me, “I’ve never told anyone about 
what happened to me.”  They say that because they are worried that no one will believe them.  
Unlike Paul, they do not see the experience as one of boasting. 
 
As a Jewish scholar who studied in Jerusalem under Gamaliel, Paul would have known by heart the 
mystical experiences of the Jewish prophets and patriarchs  ~  Isaiah’s vision of the Lord sitting on a 
throne in the temple, Jeremiah’s vision of the baskets of figs, Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of dry 
bones, Jacob’s dream of a ladder going between earth and heaven.  Daniel, Abraham, Jacob, Moses 
all had experiences of God. 
   
And then we move to the New Testament and the many mystical experiences recorded in the 
scriptures:  Peter, Cornelius, John of Patmos who wrote the book of Revelation (also known as ‘St. 
John the Divine’).   
 
We continue on with the history of the Christian church and men and women throughout the centuries 
who have received revelations and intense spiritual experiences from God . . .  Augustine of Hippo, 
Hildegard of Bingen, Catherine of Siena, Martin Luther, John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, C.S. Lewis, 
Thomas Merton, and my favourite from the late 1300’s, Julian of Norwich. 
 
She was the first women to write in English.  Her book, Revelations of Divine Love, describes the 16 
revelations (“shewings”) or visions she had while she lay dying from a serious illness.  She was given 
last rites but then she recovered and then spent decades pondering on her experiences and eventually 
writing them down: 
 

“AND thus our good Lord answered to all the questions and doubts that I might make, 
saying full comfortably:  ‘I may make all thing well, I can make all thing well, I will make 
all thing well, and I shall make all thing well; and thou shalt see thyself that all manner 



of thing shall be well.’”  
 
Julian (we do not even know her real name.  She was named after the church in Norwich, England, 
where she lived) has a revelation of Christ on his throne in her heart. 
 
Here is part of her description: 
 

“AND then our Lord opened my spiritual eye and shewed me my soul in the midst of my heart. 
I saw the Soul so large as it were an endless world, and as it were a blissful kingdom. 
And by the conditions that I saw therein I understood that it is a worshipful City. 
In the midst of that City sitteth our Lord Jesus, God and Man, a fair Person of large stature, 
highest Bishop, most majestic King, most worshipful Lord; and I saw Him clad majestically. 
And worshipfully He sitteth in the Soul, even-right in peace and rest.  And the Godhead ruleth 
and sustaineth heaven and earth and all that is, — sovereign Might, sovereign Wisdom, 
and sovereign Goodness.” 

 
We see the similarities between the mystical accounts.  For example, John of Patmos and Julian of 
Norwich have similar visions of God in heaven. 
 
We are left wondering why Paul struggled to give voice to his own mystical experience.  Maybe he 
thought he would lose his credibility.  Paul knew what happened when Jesus taught in the synagogue 
in his home town of Nazareth and the people took offense.  Jesus replied: 
 
“Prophets are not without honour, except in their hometown and among their own kin.” (Mark 6:4) 
 
Christian mysticism has not always been appreciated or acknowledged.  For centuries the Church of 
England referred to these experiences as emotionalism and preferred believers to use enlightened 
rationalism in the descriptions of their faith journeys. 
   
As a child and teen-ager, I remember learning a lot about Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” and learning 
nothing about his mystical experience.  What about you? 
   
Fortunately in the 21st century, we are acknowledging that science and mysticism, rationalism and 
visions, can walk hand in hand.  As God is infinite, we must celebrate and respect our visions and dreams. 
 
Here’s what I would like to say to Paul: 
 
‘Sharing a mystical experience of God is not boasting.  It is a way to build up the community of faith.  
These experiences draw us into the eternal reality of God that is bigger than anything we can 
imagine.  Thank you, Paul, for eventually writing about your experience even though you did it in the 
3rd person.  I do not think that it impacted your credibility at all.  In fact, I think it broadened your 
appeal and enhanced your fine intellectual mind.’    
 
Mystical experiences can come to anyone and I know that many of you reading this sermon have 
received them. 
  
And if you are not comfortable sharing one of your own intense experiences of God, it is OK to begin 
by saying “I know a person . . .”  After all, if Paul did it, then so can we. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


