
 1 

Gifts of the Dark Wood, Part 3: The Gift of Being Thunderstruck 

by Rev Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 

March 23, 2025 

 

Scripture: Job 37:1-5 

 

Last Wednesday, the Men’s Bible Study group found itself wondering how the Bible came to 

be—and how people knew God was speaking to them. Our leader, Wayne Martin, turned the 

question back on us: “How does God speak to you?” 

 

One person shared how he perceives God in a beautiful sky. Another said he’s found God in 

every tear. Someone else admitted they weren’t sure they’d ever heard from God, yet 

suspected they’d been guided into pursuits they never would have imagined on their own. 

 
How about you? Are there particular ways you feel like God—or the Holy Spirit, or the 

Universe, or whatever name you use for a higher power—regularly speaks to you? 

 

There are probably as many ways God communicates as there are people. Still, I’m struck by 

how often one particular form of divine communication appears throughout the ancient world, 

including Israel and its neighbors. You won’t find extensive writings about it. Instead, they 

showed us—visually—how God speaks. Whether it’s Egyptian paintings of Horus, Babylonian 

bas-reliefs of Marduk, Canaanite statues of Baal, or Hittite rock carvings of Tahundi, the high 

god in each of these cultures is depicted wielding thunder and lightning. 

 

Though it may strike us as primitive at first glance, as if the ancients believed that the divine 

spoke through storms, consider this: ancient cultures were just as capable as we are of using 

metaphor to express abstract ideas. In the modern world, we might say we’ve been “guided by 

the hand of God.” Do we mean a literal hand reached down from the sky? Of course not. 

We’re referring to something internal, intuitive. 

 

The same was true for the ancients. They spoke of being guided by their god’s “hand” without 

meaning it literally. Similarly, when we speak of a “flash” of intuition, a “lightbulb moment,” or 

of being “illuminated,” we don’t mean literal light. If I told you something “hit me in the gut,” 

you wouldn’t assume I’d been punched. You’d know I meant the realization had a deep, visceral 

impact. 

 

In the same way, the ancients would not have spoken of “lightbulb moments,” but they did 

speak of lightning—to signify a sudden awareness. And rather than saying they were “hit in the 

gut,” they used thunder to express the reverberating impact of that awareness. First comes the 

flash, then the thunder—the echo of insight that lingers in the soul. 

 

Our scripture this morning, from Job 37, brings both metaphor and meaning together: 

 

“Listen, listen to the thunder of God’s voice and the rumbling that comes from God’s mouth. Under the 
whole heaven, God lets it loose, and God’s lightning to the corners of the earth.” 
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While the divine speaks in countless ways—and yes, even the word speaks is a metaphor—the 

ancients recognized one universal channel through which we might “hear the voice” of God: by 

paying attention to those intuitive flashes that come and go like lightning and continue to 

resonate within us like thunder. 

 

Many in the modern world assume these flashes and reverberations are nothing more than the 

brain firing off random signals. But how can we be so sure? I’m not suggesting there’s a grey-

haired man in the sky sending us messages. But like mystics, shamans, saints, Zen masters—and 

even a growing number of scientists—I do suggest that there is more to reality than meets the 

eye or can be measured. 

 

When ancient people experienced recurring intuitions or gut hunches pointing in the same 

direction, they considered themselves thunderstruck. Rather than say, “A little voice inside my 

head told me …” they dared to write, “And the Lord said …” or “The Great Spirit said …” 
 

Experiences of being thunderstruck are what moved Abraham and Sarah to leave their 

homeland in Ur and journey to a land they’d never seen. They compelled Moses to confront 

Pharaoh with the bold demand, “Let my people go!” They stirred Jeremiah to warn Jerusalem – 

persistently, for twenty years – of the disaster that was coming. Being thunderstruck is what led 

Peter to leave his nets and follow Jesus, and what turned Paul from persecuting Christians to 

building the very community he once tried to destroy 

 

Being thunderstruck—even when the message repeats—is not a flawless guide. But the ancients 

trusted it more than they trusted pure reason or logic. Not because reason and logic are bad, 

but because they’re limited. They can’t capture the fullness of the Reality we’re immersed in. 

 

This reverence for intuition, gut instinct, and illuminating moments becomes especially vital 

when we’re wandering in the Dark Wood of life—when certainty has collapsed, fulfillment has 

vanished, and we’re left with an anxious unknowing about what comes next. As the saying goes, 

“You don’t see the stars until the world grows dark”—even though the stars are always there. 

 

Likewise, we often don’t notice the steady stream of inner nudges and intuitions until we’ve hit 

a wall and are forced to stop and listen. Sometimes, it takes a string of difficult events to slow 

us down enough to hear the sound that speaks within silence, or to notice the flash of a new 

possibility lighting the path ahead. And in those moments, we may begin to realize that while 

the world may be doing terrible things to us, the Spirit is trying to do something beautiful 

through us. 

 

Before we move on, I invite you to take a few moments to reflect on a time when the world 

seemed to throw its worst at you—yet you experienced intuitions, “ah ha” moments, or ideas 

that seemed to drop out of the sky and may have run counter to logic yet guided you forward. 

What experiences suggested that a power higher than yourself was helping to transform your 

pain into something holy? 

 
II. Sweet Spots and Car Crashes 
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While thunder and lightning often mark the dramatic, the Spirit also speaks through moments 

of quiet precision – what I like to call “sweet spot” moments. Thus far, we’ve been considering 

abstract concepts like intuitions and gut hunches that may come from a higher source. Now, I’d 

like to take a page from the ancients, drawing on more concrete metaphors that may help us 

locate God in the heart of our everyday experiences.  

 

I want to speak of golf clubs, baseball bats, and tennis rackets. 

 

What do all these have in common?  Each has a “sweet spot.” The “sweet spot” on a tennis 

racket is the center point where the ball’s impact is perfectly balanced, canceling out vibration. 

The racket absorbs no force, sending the ball cleanly over the net. Therefore, hitting the ball in 

the racket’s “sweet spot” feels most natural, almost effortless. It frees players to focus on the 

game, not just hitting the ball.   

 
When the Holy Spirit calls me into a particular form of action, the action feels like it hits me in 

my internal “sweet spot.” I experience “sweet spot” moments when some internal tension 

suddenly eases or when restless energy becomes tranquil. Other times, “sweet spot” moments 

feel like something within me that has been distracted or disengaged suddenly sits up and cries, 

“Oh! Yes!” 

 

These sweet spot moments often repeat and resonate, gently guiding us forward. They’re like 

breadcrumbs in Hansel and Gretel’s Dark Wood – a single crumb doesn’t lead all the way 

home, but together, they mark the path, setting us in a direction that will get us there.  

 

If we persist in following these “sweet spot” moments, we often find ourselves precisely where 

we need to be – even if it’s not the place we expected. Let me share an example that shows 

why I pay attention to these inner nudges and trust them more than I used to.   

 

In the year 2000, Christmas Eve fell on a Sunday. On that day, I felt a subtle touch of the Holy 

Spirit that I didn’t immediately associate with the Spirit, yet chose to act on anyway. And it 

saved my daughters’ lives.  

 

That Sunday afternoon, I planned a brief trip to Starbucks to buy gift cards for our church staff 

and musicians before the Christmas Eve services. The nearest store was just a mile away; the 

entire trip would only take about fifteen minutes. However, I was at home with my daughters, 

Arianna and Maren, aged 9 and 7. To head out, I'd need to interrupt their movie, bundle them 

into the Chevy Tracker, and head back home shortly after. Plus, it was quite chilly for 

Scottsdale, Arizona — around 50 degrees! 

 

"Hey girls," I began, "I have a quick errand to run, so you'll need to come with me." As I spoke, 

a gentle thought nudged me: "Are you sure you should bring them?" 

 

"Of course," I internally countered, "I can't leave them alone. That's not what a responsible 

parent does." 
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The rebuttal came, "Are you sure you should bring them?" 

 

“Yes, I’m sure,” I countered. My girls weren’t exactly thrilled at the idea of going, but Melanie 

and I had never left the girls alone, not even for a moment. The mere thought stirred shame 

within me. Yet, every time I imagined leaving them, a serene calmness smoothed over the 

shame. This calmness contrasted sharply with my frantic internal debate: concerns about 

housefires, break-ins, or accidents. 

 

I couldn’t figure out why my gut felt so calm while my mind raced with nightmare scenarios. 

Finally, I decided to trust the calmness. Informing the girls that I'd be back shortly, I instructed 

them to continue watching their film and refrain from any other activities. 

 

I bought the gift cards and quickly headed for home. On the way, I was stopped at a traffic light 

when suddenly, a car struck mine from behind at 35 mph! The force shoved my car into one of 

the busiest intersections in Scottsdale. 
 

Miraculously, no other vehicles were coming through the intersection at that moment. Apart 

from whiplash, which required six months of chiropractic treatment, I was unscathed. But my 

mini-SUV was totaled. The impact crushed the back seat where my daughters would have been 

sitting clear to the front.  

 

As subtle as they may be, the nudges of the Holy Spirit can carry deep significance. They can 

create beautiful things in our lives, and they can preserve beautiful things. 

 

Many of us have set aside “cave” time during Lent to listen for God’s whispers. Perhaps we can 

also start noticing “sweet spot” moments – when inner tension eases, giving way to peace or 

quiet joy. Not all of these moments may be touches from the divine, but if even some of them 

are, wouldn’t it be great not to miss them?  

 

 

 

 
 

 

ADDENDUM: Ten Principles for Listening to the “Still, Small Voice” 

 

by Rev. Eric Elnes, Ph.D. 

 

1. Be attentive to “sweet spot” moments. 

Remain open to the possibility that the Holy Spirit is speaking and calling you to move in a 

particular direction—even if that direction surprises you. (Easier said than done!) 

 

2. Don’t rush discernment. 

Avoid the pressure to immediately decide whether a thought or “sweet spot” moment is from 

the Spirit. Likewise, don’t feel like you have to act right away based on something you “heard” 

in prayer. One of the easiest ways to be misled is to feel forced into urgency (“You must decide 
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right now or all is lost!”). Remember: small errors made in haste can have large consequences. 

God rarely rushes us. 

 

3. Spirit-led direction is always marked by joy or deep peace. 

Even when the path ahead is difficult or painful, a true nudge from the Spirit carries with it a felt 

sense of peace, joy, or deep inner “rightness”—however subtle. 

 

4. Spirit will never ask you to act against your true self-interest. 

Even when the world labels something a “selfless act,” the Spirit never calls us to anything that 

ultimately undermines our well-being. God’s guidance always aligns with our deepest good. 

 

5. The Spirit usually leads by small steps. 

Though the journey may lead to bold change, Spirit-guided paths tend to unfold gradually. Giant 

leaps of faith are rare—and typically only happen when we suddenly find ourselves in danger 

and the Spirit moves quickly to guide us out. 
 

6. Your intuition is more trustworthy than you think. 

When you’re open to the Spirit (and not ruled by fear or bias), a bad gut feeling is often a 

reliable warning. Likewise, a peaceful “ah ha!” moment may signal you’re on the right path. 

 

7. Once you move, trust the direction unless redirected. 

If you’ve discerned a call and taken a step forward, don’t keep second-guessing. Say to the 

Spirit: “I will keep walking in this direction unless you show me otherwise.” Stay alert to course-

correcting nudges, but walk with confidence. Spirit often confirms a good decision—though 

rarely in the ways we expect. 

 

8. Strange coincidences are less reliable than inner clarity. 

While Spirit occasionally uses external signs, it more often speaks through intuition, gut 

hunches, mental images, flashes of insight, and even logic. (That said, be cautious—Spirit-led 

logic may not make sense until hindsight kicks in.) 

 

9. “What would Jesus do?” isn’t always the right question. 

The Spirit isn’t focused on what Jesus would do in your shoes. The question is: What are you 

being called to do—now, today? While Spirit will never guide you in a way that contradicts Christ-

like love, imitation alone isn’t the goal. Don’t feed the poor just because Jesus did—do it 

because you’ve sensed the Spirit calling you to do so, in your own unique context. 

 

10. Clear discernment does not guarantee success. 

Even when you’ve accurately perceived the Spirit’s guidance, things may not go as planned. 

Because God respects human free will, divine purposes can be resisted or delayed by others. 

Sometimes, even God has to move to “Plan B” (or “C” or “D”…). Also, remember: the 

outcome you expect may not be the one God intends. 

 


