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 Do you eat clams, lobster, shrimp or crabmeat? According to the book of Leviticus God’s people 

are prohibited from eating shellfish. The biblical prohibition against eating shellfish was a way of 

setting the Hebrew people apart from the people who lived on the coast; it was a way of setting them 

apart from their long time enemies, the Philistines.  

 Our understanding of what makes us a people of God has changed over time. It changes through 

the course of the Holy Scripture. In Matthew chapter 15 Jesus gives a revised perspective on the ancient 

dietary laws: It is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person; it is what comes out of the mouth 

that defiles...whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach, and goes out into the sewer, but what 

comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. For out of the heart come evil 

intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness and slander. These are what defile a 

person. 

 Our understanding of what makes us a people of God has changed over time. According to Jesus, 

our identity as God’s people is determined by whether we resolve our disputes by peaceful means, by 

whether we tell the truth and whether we say bad things about others. According to Jesus, our identity as 

God’s people is not determined by what we eat. 

 In a similar way, casting lots was a traditional process for determining the will of God. There are 

many examples of casting lots in the Hebrew scriptures. There is one example of the people of God 

casting lots in the New Testament, here in the first chapter of Acts. So they proposed two men who met 

the criteria for serving as disciples, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was also known as Justus, and 

Matthias. Then they prayed and said, "Lord, you know everyone's heart. Show us which one of these two 

you have chosen to take the place in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go 

to his own place." And they cast lots for them, and the lot fell on Matthias; and he was added to the 

eleven apostles. 

 The disciples ask God to give them a sign. Here the disciples use an ancient process for 

determining God’s will, casting lots. This might have been done by taking two pieces of straw, and 

position them in a way so they appeared identical. But one of the pieces of straw would be shorter than 

the other. Justus chose the short straw and Matthias chose the longer straw. 

 The traditional view is that God guided each of these men to choose one of the straws, thus 

revealing God’s will. But our views of God’s actions in the world change over time. Before the 

understandings of modern science many illnesses and weather events were attributed to divine activity. 

Jesus brought changes to some of the traditional views of God’s activity in the world. Especially in the 

first two Gospel accounts, in Mark and Matthew, Jesus’ words and interactions with a wide range of 

people emphasize the primary role, and importance of human decision making. 

 So, to us, and perhaps even to Jesus, this process of casting lots might seem like an odd way to 

determine the will of God. To me the process of casting lots, or drawing straws, seems random, and not 

determined by divine activity. At the same time, my guess is the disciples had a good reason for making 

decisions by casting lots.  

 It has to do with the way groups of people work together. In any group decision there is a 

tendency for louder voices to prevail. This is one of the reasons we have rules for discussion in our 

decision making bodies. The rules make it possible for all voices to be heard. The rules make it more 

likely that one or two strong voices are not the only voices that are heard. 

 Back in the olden days these groups did not have elaborate sets of rules for decision making. The 

disciples did not have a procedure to engage in productive discussions together. Just imagine for a 

minute what would have happened if the disciples had not cast lots.   

 We can imagine the disciples might have prayed about the decision for a set period of time, 

perhaps for twenty four hours. Then they might have gathered to come to a decision together. Without a 

formal process for decision making Peter and one or two other outspoken disciples would have shared 



the results of their prayers first. Disciples who disagreed might have been reluctant to share opposing 

ideas, so the loudest voices would easily prevail. A decision would be made, but some of the disciples 

might feel bitter about the result. 

 Instead of making a group decision, the eleven disciples used a traditional process, drawing 

straws. This had the advantage of not splitting the group. It was also supported by centuries of tradition 

that asserted divine control over everything. 

 You may have noticed we no longer cast lots when making important decisions in the church. 

Our understanding of what makes us a people of God has changed over time. Our understanding of 

God’s activity in the world has also changed over time. 

 Yet we still see God working in our world. We continue to hear God speaking to us, and guiding 

us. We seek to know what way is God’s way in the world, and how we might best follow God’s way.  

 The 13th century theologian, John Duns Scotus, was one of the first to describe the interaction of 

divine will and human will. We seek the interaction of divine and human will in our lives. We attempt 

to follow a process for making decisions that allows us to know and respond to God’s intentions.  

 Our process starts with a few fundamental ideas. Notice that in the story of choosing the 12th 

disciple, the process begins by considering a two fundamental qualifications of Justus and Matthias. The 

first qualification is that they are men. This rule comes, not from Jesus, but from cultural restrictions on 

te roles of women. Jesus broke these cultural restrictions many, many times, but the early church, and 

the medieval church, and sadly, even the modern church have almost always conformed to social 

expectations that restrict the roles of women. The second qualification is that Justus and Matthias have 

been disciples of Jesus for a long time.  

 Just as the process of choosing the 12th disciple begins with a few fundamental ideas, so too, our 

process for making decisions begins with a few fundamental ideas. Our fundamental ideas come from 

Christ Jesus. These include caring for the sick and the poor, treating all people as equal in honor and 

status, and seeking to love others, as God loves us. As we attempt to follow a process for making 

decisions that allows us to know and respond to God’s intentions, these fundamental ideas of Christ 

Jesus are most important of all. 

 The second step in our process is all about listening. We listen to one another. We attempt to 

create a safe place for people to share their viewpoints, even if they disagree with the majority of the 

group. We listen to all of the voices in the room. We make an extra effort to listen to those who feel 

they are on the margins of the group. We try to make our listening into an activity of collaboration, 

rather than an activity of competition. 

 In the third step of the process we attempt to come to a decision. We strive to arrive at a decision 

that everyone in the group can support. Sometimes the group is able to arrive at a consensus. At other 

times our decision is determined by vote of the majority, but we keep in mind the importance of 

listening to one another. We listen to those who have voted against the majority decision. 

 In the fourth step of the process we observe the results of our decision. If the decision generates 

positive efforts and positive effects in a large group of people then we have more of an indication that 

we are responding to God’s intentions. 

 I envision these four steps of our process being like a pyramid. The largest, most important layer 

is the first, the fundamental understandings given to us by Jesus. The second layer is almost as 

important; we give a great amount attention to make sure we are listening to one another. The third 

layer, making the decision itself, is actually less important than the first two layers. The fourth layer is 

the least important in the process, but it gives us some indication of the efficacy of our decision making 

process.   

 So we follow a process for making decisions which I would describe as sacred. I would be very 

bold and describe it as a process for holy decision making. We attempt to follow a process for making 

decisions that allows us to know and respond to God’s intentions. We seek the interaction of divine and 

human will in our lives. 


