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The lectionary put today’s readings together for a reason, perhaps because they 

are both about transition and change, and the power of prayer.  For Peter and the apostles, 

their prayer is about change in the leadership of the young church, and, in John’s Gospel, 

Jesus prays for the unity of the church and for how it will engage with the world. 

If you have ever used a Ouija board, also called a talking board or a spirit board, 

you’re familiar with how the pointer or planchette moves around the board with only the 

lightest touch of your fingers.  They’ve been around for centuries, and during World War 

I, they were very popular at seances.  Now we think of Ouija as a fun parlor game, but 

they were once taken very seriously. 

According to professor of neurology Terence Hines in his book Pseudoscience 

and the Paranormal (2003), ‘The planchette is guided by unconscious muscular 

exertions. [The] illusion that the planchette is moving under its own control is often 

extremely powerful and sufficient to convince many people that spirits are truly at work’ 

in providing a true and accurate answer to a question. 

A 2012 study found that when answering Yes or No questions, Ouija use was 

significantly more accurate than guesswork, suggesting that it might draw on the 

unconscious mind1 to move the planchette toward the place you want it to go. 

Now, isn’t that typically human?  We want tangible results before we’ll believe 

what we’re seeing.  Rather than praying for guidance and then waiting and watching and 

listening for a response, some prefer to ask the Ouija board to reveal what our 

subconscious mind has already decided in advance.  Now, that’s spooky. 

Whether we are praying, or watching the planchette for movement, or even 

casting lots, do we trust that God will reveal the divine will in some unmistakable way?  

Or do we trust ourselves?  Do our methods tangle us up in our need to control outcomes? 
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Verse 24 in the Acts reading tells us how the apostles prayed to Jesus for 

guidance, saying, “Show us which one of these two you have chosen.”   Then they cast 

lots.  So, on the one hand, they’re asking Jesus, through prayer, to show them whether 

Justus or Matthias should be added to the group – because they needed twelve.  But then 

they voted by casting lots. 

So, are they trusting their method or Jesus to show them the way? 

As usual, we get a hint about Luke’s true meaning when we look at the original 

Greek.  Where the English version reads ‘show us,’ Luke wrote ‘reveal.’ 

Lots are sacred dice used in oracles.  Casting lots is the traditional method for 

God’s will to be revealed, as in Proverbs 16, which reads: 

The lot is cast into the lap, 

       but the decision is the Lord’s alone. (Proverbs 16:33) 

So, the apostles are in fact trusting God, who reveals the divine will by working 

through people.  It’s not always through rumbling thunder or an earthquake.  And notice 

the apostles didn’t say, “How about best two out of three?”  They accepted God’s will. 

So, the lot fell on Matthias.  By the way, in the New Testament writings, this is 

the only time Justus and Matthias are mentioned.  But they served their purpose here. 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus is praying to God immediately before his betrayal and 

arrest.  And his prayer is for unity.  He is praying for all those that God gave him to 

receive the Word.  He is praying for God to protect them from the world, which is not to 

be confused with Creation.  He is praying for them because he knows he is sending them 

out into the world as a bunch of outsiders, as the Other.  This will be a problem for them 

because they are called not to use the world’s methods, but God’s, and God’s presence in 

the world is not always welcome. 

But John is writing to a community that conflicted with the world’s authorities, 

and their natural instinct was to disengage.  Wouldn’t it be better for them to talk about 

Jesus during their meals together, when they broke bread and drank wine, enjoying 

fellowship in peace and quiet, without having to explain or defend their beliefs? 

Jesus prays, therefore, that they follow an alternative model of living in the world 

without falling victim to its values and pressures, that under God’s protective care, they 

can live in a complex world without getting tangled up in its conflicts.  That’s the goal. 
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Throughout the Book of Acts, Peter is portrayed as a hard-working decision-

maker.  We remember him as the one who denied Jesus three times, but he redeemed 

himself by leading and guiding the early church.  He realized the need to fill the empty 

seat could not be decided by one person alone; it had to come from God through a 

consensus of all the believers present that day, so they prayed and then cast lots. 

This became a model for the church or, rather, the ideal.  As the church grew, 

more and more decisions were left to the leaders at the top.  As time went on, the church 

universal came to include many different voices and opinions on how and what the 

church should be and do.  It became part of the world, and not always in a good way. 

Eventually, different church forms came about, right around the time of the 

Reformation, of which there were more than one.  Churches began modeling themselves 

on their form of self-government – Presbyterians and Congregationalists, for example.  In 

the 1600s, a group of Congregationalist Separatists left England and settled in Plymouth, 

followed by some non-Separatists a decade later, who settled in Boston. 

But in Peter’s time, there was no formally designated successor or leader of the 

church because they all acknowledged Jesus as the head of the church.  Peter ended up as 

the leader by default because he could make decisions, but he and the other apostles all 

leaned on God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit for guidance. 

In modern times, some churches have taken their mottos from John’s Gospel.  For 

the United Church of Christ, that motto is, ‘That They May All Be One,’ from verse 11.  

The UCC was formed from several streams of Christian tradition in 1957, but it took 

years of discernment and informal conversation before that happened.  One of those 

streams was Congregationalism.2  What eventually united these different traditions was 

faith and spirit and purpose. 

Another motto, ours, came from verse 17, ‘Sanctify Them Through Thy Truth,’ 

carved in the wall above me.  ‘Thy truth’ is God’s Word, meaning Jesus.  To sanctify 

means to hallow or to set apart as holy for a special purpose.  Notice that it does not mean 

sinless perfection, because we are all only human.  But we are set apart for a holy 

purpose by Jesus Christ. 

And what is that special purpose?  Luke’s view on what makes a qualified apostle 

is that they become a witness to Jesus’ resurrection.  That’s the primary task. 
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Prayer helps clear the mind and influence our thinking.  When the eleven 

remaining disciples sought to replace Judas with a new apostle, they prayed to Jesus to 

reveal who that should be by casting lots, the sacred dice. 

So, how might God’s will be revealed to us today?  What are our expectations?  

When we pray, do we first say, ‘Lord, reveal to us your will?’ and then haul out the Ouija 

board and watch which way the planchette moves?  Or do we listen carefully and 

patiently observe the world to see what happens next? 

We are in the world but not of it, yet God is at work in the world through us and 

in us.  Having a sense of God’s presence helps us live a fully engaged life in the world, 

knowing its needs and problems, always seeking God’s will, energized by God’s truth, 

Jesus Christ.  May we remain as steadfast and faithful as the apostles, and may our faith 

sustain us in an uncertain world. 

Amen. 

*  *  *  *  * 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ouija, accessed 13 May 2021. 
2 The others being the Christian Church, and the Evangelical and Reformed Church. 
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