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I heard a first hand account of a pastor who nearly
lost his life on a small airplane in Alaska. 

He and a lawyer friend were going to buy a ticket
and fly commercial back home, but another pastor pi-
lot convinced them to save some money and fly with
him. They agreed and took off in that small airplane
from Anchorage.

Eventually they found themselves flying through
dense clouds with no visibility. The pilot became dis-
oriented and passed out. His eyes actually rolled back
into his head — unconscious. His passenger pastor
shook him violently trying to wake him up to no avail.

The lawyer sitting in the back seat said, “We’re all
going to die, aren’t we?” 

“Yes, that’s a real possibility,” replied the pastor. 
He then handed the microphone back to the lawyer

and told him to call for help as he tried to wake the
pilot. The lawyer started yelling “Help, help, help — is
anyone out there?” A bit later a freighter pilot respon-
ded — “Is this an emergency? Don’t you know any ra-
dio etiquette?” 

After explaining the pilot was unconscious, that
freighter pilot started giving them instructions and fi-
nally got them in contact with the Anchorage airport
tower.

That air traffic controller was very calm and gave
them simple instructions on how to turn that plane

around; they were headed
straight towards a moun-
tain. He repeated certain
things over and over: “Lis-
ten to my voice.” “Don’t
look at the storm outside.”
“In your panic, there will
be voices in your head
telling you to do this or
that, don’t listen to them
— listen only to my voice.”
“You can’t see me, but I
can see you.” 

“If you don’t listen to
my voice, you will die.”

That pastor listened
and did everything he was
instructed to do. By this
time, other pilots in the
area were listening to the
conversation, occasional-
ly giving him encourage-
ment. As they flew near to
Anchorage the air traffic
controller described the

landing zone and the lights in the shape of a cross on
that runway. Step by step, the pastor landed that
plane amateurishly — a total of seven times before it
finally came to stability on that runway. He had “ lis-
tened to my voice,” and their lives were saved.

It was emotionally moving for me personally to
hear this pastor recount that harrowing misadven-
ture. His voice was breaking into tears at several
points. The correlation between that air traffic con-
troller’s instructions and the instructions of his Savior
were not lost on him.

Jesus stated, “My sheep know my voice and I know
them, they follow me: I give unto them eternal life,
and they shall never perish.” We cannot see our Sav-
ior, but he sees us. Sometimes the storms of this life
threaten to overwhelm us into psychological paraly-
sis, depression or worse. There will be all kinds of
people telling us what we should do; all kinds of
voices in our heads. In times like these, do we make
the effort to hear the voice of our Savior? Have we ever
even tried?

Are we headed “toward that cross” or listening in
panic to the other voices? Can we truly trust someone
who we cannot see? I have found throughout my life-
time that there has been a few specific times that God
has gotten my attention and impressed my heart in a
particular direction. I was headed the wrong way and
was so glad I “listened to the voice.” What does God’s
voice sound like? That I cannot answer because dif-
ferent people describe it differently.

This is where your rationality and your faith in
Christ can come into conflict. “Hearing voices in your
head” will lead most intelligent people to urge you to
make that appointment with a psychiatrist — and
sometimes they are right. But if you are a genuine
Christian with your faith in Jesus Christ, you can
learn to distinguish between His urgings, His impres-
sions, His premonitions from all the other “voices.”
There’s been a handful of times in my life I heard actu-
al words — in a voice similar to mine but distinctively
different, speaking with authority and compassion.
Each time, I was glad I had listened.

That recent Walmart mass shooter (a manager!)
was listening to the wrong voices and was actually
aware of it. What a shame and awful tragedy. Some
folks have schizophrenia with voices competing in-
side their head — they need mental health profession-
als. But there is an actual “leading” or “impression”
that comes from your Savior if you can learn through
experience to identify it as a Christian. I’m so glad He
loves us and cares enough to help us occasionally di-
vert from disaster in our lives if we are living for Him. 

“Listen to my voice.”
Stephen Rowland, who has served as an assistant

pastor, resides in Southern Middle Tennessee and
holds a Master’s degree in Biblical literature, was a
commencement speaker for Global University in 2012
and has authored three Christian books.
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‘Listen To My Voice’
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Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.

— FIRST AMENDMENT OF THE U.S. CONSTITUTION

OPINION

The time for me to renew my Tennessee license
plate finally came around Thanksgiving. The new
blue license plate comes with the option of having
“In God We Trust” engraved in it.

Six months ago, in a column about faith pervading
Tennessee life and society, I told readers I was not
sure what box I was going to check on the “In God We
Trust” question.

“I am a preacher’s son who led our company’s in-
terfaith employee group, but I am also wary of send-
ing a government-sponsored message about religion
that would marginalize people because of their faith
tradition or lack thereof,” I wrote.

Since the column ran on June 10, however, the Roe
v. Wade Supreme Court decision on abortion was
overturned, top state and federal elected leaders
held a rally to decry what they call “genital mutila-
tion,” the Maury County library director was run out
of his job for having an LGBTQ book display, and leg-
islation has been filed to allow the state to intervene
in transgender people’s medical decisions and reg-
ulate drag shows.

Moreover, as documented by The Tennessean, the
rise of Christian nationalism has permeated state
politics, turning terms such as “Tennessee values”
into cudgels against people who hold different view-
points.

Melding of politics and religion 
has been divisive

When I chose “In God We Trust,” it was an emo-
tional decision made out of self-preservation and
personal safety.

As someone who also identifies as LGBTQ and
travels across the state regularly where expressions
of secularism are not always as common as in urban
areas, I made my decision based on fear.

And that choice does not sit well with me.
I am a person of faith who has faced both rejection

and embrace in my religious tradition. My travels
have allowed me to encounter many wonderful and
sincere people across the entire state.

At the same time, I cannot be numb to political
rhetoric that calls LGBTQ people and their allies
“groomers” or laws that have passed to erase citizens’
stories or history because of their sexual orientation
or gender identity. Tennessee’s U.S. senators refused
to vote for a federal bill protecting same-sex mar-
riages on the ground of religious freedom even
though the measure expressly protects religious lib-
erty and conscience. 

Years of violence against LGBTQ people, includ-
ing the recent shooting at Club Q in Colorado
Springs, left me shaken.

I have a First Amendment right to express my
point of view, but I am concerned that the melding of
politics and a particular religious viewpoint has
made it unsafe for many citizens.

The license plate creates forced 
sorting of citizens

The rights of LGBTQ people are being expanded or
restricted at state legislatures, Congress and the Su-
preme Court, which just heard a case involving a Col-
orado website developer who is suing for the right to
refuse to serve same-sex couples who are getting
married.

The plaintiff does not want government forcing
her to betray her beliefs.

In Tennessee, the State Constitution expressly
prohibits the state from denying or forcing citizens to
practice any religion.

However, the “In God We Trust” license plate cre-
ates a situation that invites religious discrimination.

It’s not just that there’s a logo. The license plates
are expressly different. Those with “In God We Trust”
start with numbers and those without start with let-
ters.

In June, a kind reader wrote me after I published
my previous column: “I think you have little to fear
from the option to have ‘In God we trust’ on TN li-
cense plates. The text size is so small that no one can
read it a car length away.”

But it’s easy to see the difference. The letters and
numbers create a forced sorting of citizens. This fur-
ther stokes the polarization that has afflicted our so-
ciety and makes it difficult to come together to re-
solve issues respectfully.

Clarity and reflection helped overcome fear

However, I believe my colleagues’ and my work of
showing up in different communities to practice
journalism and convene conversations and forums
over several years has come out of intentional pur-
pose, not fear.

So, as I began to pray about my unease, I experi-
enced an epiphany challenging me to overcome that
fear.

I can potentially see this as an extension of civic
engagement work and start necessary and difficult
conversations that matter. This license plate could
be an olive branch.

Admittedly, naivete and some mental gymnastics
go into this justification. But I am haunted that my
decision was based on angst even though it was in-
formed by experience. Then again, it’s just a license
plate, right?

So, my goal now is to turn that fear into something
better, something productive and brave. The first ad-
vice I would give fellow citizens is to choose what-
ever license plate reflects your values knowing that
others might disagree with you.

That’s the benefit of living in a democratic repub-
lic. It should be, at least.

David Plazas is the director of opinion and en-
gagement for the USA TODAY Network Tennessee. He
is an editorial board member of The Tennessean. He
hosts the Tennessee Voices videocast and curates the
Tennessee Voices and Latino Tennessee Voices news-
letters.. Call him at (615) 259-8063, email him at
dplazas@tennessean.com or tweet to him at @da-
vidplazas.

Why I decided to get ‘In God
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We’ve got to give God credit - He puts some unusu-
al stories in the Bible. Like the story of an older couple
- Elizabeth and Zechariah. He was a priest and she
was a barren woman. One day, when Zechariah’s divi-
sion of priests were on duty, he was chosen by lot to be
the priest to go in to the temple of the Lord and burn
incense. He probably had done it before and he was
ready to do it again. Except today was different. 

Zechariah saw an angel standing at the right side of
the altar of incense. He was “startled and gripped with
fear.” The angel told him to not be afraid. He was Ga-
briel and he told Zechariah all that would happen. He
told Zechariah that God had heard his prayer and Eliz-
abeth’s. All those years of crying before God and God
had finally answered. They would have a baby. His
name would John. He would be a delight and a joy. He
would be great in the sight of God. It was a wonderful
day for Zechariah. What was his answer?

“How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my
wife is well along in years.” Now I want to be able to
understand the confusion that surrounded this old
man named Zechariah. He had prayed for years.
Years. God had not answered him. Maybe God an-

swered prayers and maybe He didn’t. Zechariah didn’t
know. He was just living his life, doing what was ex-
pected. And then he’s face to face with Gabriel. Was it
really necessary to tell Gabriel that he was an old
man? Gabriel come from God’s throne, but doesn’t
know how old Zechariah is? I doubt it.

Gabriel reminded him of the fact that he was Gabri-
el who stands in the presence of God. He had a mes-
sage from God for Zechariah. His prayers had been
heard. But Zechariah was stuck in the old news. He
was stuck being an old man with no hope and no fu-
ture. The words Gabriel spoke to Zechariah would
come true. He was going to have a baby. Gabriel said
he would not speak until the baby came because he
“didn’t believe my words.” Wow. Elizabeth became
pregnant, they had the child, and they named him
John. Evidently, Zechariah eventually believed it was
true. Nice story. So what?

So maybe God wants to tell you something. He’s
God and He can do whatever He chooses. He can
change your circumstance in a moment of time. He’s
God and He can say whatever He chooses. Don’t be
stuck in an old news story about you. He can do what
you cannot. He can make you new no matter how old
you are. He can bring people in to your life and He can
take people out of your life. He is God. Trust Him.
Trust His goodness. It’s all true.

“See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do
you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilder-
ness and streams in the wasteland.” 

-Isaiah 43:19
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