“Seen and Unseen at GIVEN”
by The Rev. Philip H. Young

At the GIVEN conference in Nashville a hidden spiritual reality almost seemed visible,
and it was beyond wonderful! Heaven was open over Vanderbilt University! As more than one
thousand youth and adults gathered for Divine Service the gate to heaven was open and the
presence of the holy God was with His people. The roof did not lift off the auditorium, but make
no mistake, heaven was open because heaven is open to God’s people.

The Bible is clear: “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this
grace in which we now stand” (Rom. 5:1-2). Hebrews is even more specific: “Therefore,
brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new
and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great
priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of
faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies
washed with pure water” (Heb. 10:19-22). The saints of God have access to God’s grace in
heaven, and such access comes through the flesh of Christ, the new curtain, and by the sprinkling
of His blood. It is in the Divine Service that we receive the true body and blood of Christ, and
therefore, in the Divine Service we are given access to the Father’s grace through Christ.

Heaven comes down to earth, and believers in Christ enter into the heavenly sanctuary without
their feet ever leaving the ground. This wonderful mystery happens each Lord’s Day in our
congregations. But at Vanderbilt?

As a pastor in Nashville I make regular visits to Vanderbilt Medical Center and
Children’s Hospital. I also meet on campus with our small Lutheran student group (Christ on
Campus chapter). | give thanks to God for all that He does through Vanderbilt University in the
realm of the First Article of the Creed, in the realm of providing for His creation. In fact, my
infant son just had brain surgery at Vanderbilt Children’s Hospital. Only one surgeon in the
whole region had the expertise to even attempt such a complicated surgery, and he was from
Vanderbilt. God provided for my son through the various medical vocations at Vanderbilt, and |
sincerely give thanks for such mercy from our Creator. However, if you were to ask me whether
an open heaven over Vanderbilt (or any other secular university) would bring grace or wrath, |
would not be surprised to see the same burning sulfur that came down on Sodom and Gomorrah
(Gen. 19). Based on University involvement in abortion services, and based on evolution and
secular humanism being taught in the classrooms, God would be fully justified to execute his
wrath on those who reject his Word and his Son. Yet, our Lord Jesus proclaimed mercy in
declaring the fulfillment of Isaiah’s words: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has
anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of the sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of
the Lord’s favor” (Lk. 4:18-19). Christ did not proclaim the next part of the verse: “and the day
of vengeance of our God.” Therefore, now is the year of the Lord’s favor when the Gospel is
given out freely. The day of vengeance will come, but what the whole world (not just
Vanderbilt) currently enjoys is the continued year of the Lord’s favor.

In my hospital calls and campus visits | sometimes feel like | am entering enemy
territory. It is not that I look on the various, diverse peoples of the University with hostility.
Rather, I am aware that the devil has taken captive many on campus and directs the prevailing
University culture. To be sure, there are many Christians at the University. Two members of my



congregation are Vanderbilt professors and one member is a doctor at the Medical Center. There
are also many Bible studies that take place on campus. But it easy to experience the influence of
the devil as | walk on campus or onto a hospital floor with my Bible and my little LSB Pastoral
Agenda and my small communion kit. At times it feels as if nothing will break the grip that the
devil has on the University. Yet | am in awe of our God who holds the devil at bay enough to
allow simple pastors to walk right into the Hospital and bring Christ to a sick patient. (Luther
reminds us in the Large Catechism that the devil gnashes his teeth if even we have something to
eat: “It pains [the devil] that anyone should receive even a mouthful of bread from God and eat
it in peace. If it were in his power and our prayer to God did not restrain him, surely we would
not have a straw in the field, a penny in the house, or even an hour more of life — especially those
of us who have the Word of God and would like to be Christians” (LC, Third Part, 81).) Still, |
can grow weary in serving in such a stronghold of Satan. That’s what made the GIVEN
conference so special to me. From my perspective, God provided reinforcements in the form of
a thousand youth! What a joy to my eyes to see an army of Lutherans committed to the pure
doctrine! God planted His people in the heart of the campus with an open heaven above them
that they could enjoy His forgiveness and His presence through Christ Jesus His Son. By the
power Holy Spirit who calls people to faith through the Gospel, hymns of praise freely ascended
on high. If only everyone on campus could have looked up and seen what was happening right
in their midst: that heaven had come to earth! If only it were visible!

| suppose someone could make the case that the GIVEN conference didn’t have any real
effect on Vanderbilt University: “We did our thing; they did their thing.” But in the Divine
Service did we not pray to the Father through that open heaven for the lost and those captive to
error? Did we not pray for the Church, that it continue to increase according to God’s grace?
Did we not pray in the Lord’s Prayer “Thy will be done”? “God’s will is done when He breaks
and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful nature, which do
not want us to hallow God’s name or let his kingdom come; and when He strengthens and keeps
us firm in His Word and faith until we die” (SC).

It may remain unseen what God did beyond the conference participants. Nevertheless,
we believers were GIVEN access to heaven at VVanderbilt. To my eyes and my eyes of faith, it
was wonderful!
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