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“Blessed Call, Anointed Answer”

There is one more verse I need to add to our Old Testament lesson. Remember, Samuel has just said, "Speak, for your servant is listening." The next verse says, 11 Then the LORD said to Samuel, "See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle.” Can you picture it? Just hearing something that would make your ears get that prickly sensation of stinging. We get that sensation when we hear exciting news, we get it when we hear from someone we haven’t seen in a long time. I would suggest that we especially have that sensation when we hear the Lord.

Imagine this with me. You’re at home doing something and the phone rings. You can’t get to it so someone else in the family answers, and calls out, “It’s for you!” “Well, who is it? I’m kind of busy at the moment.” “It’s GOD!” …and it REALLY IS! What would you do at this point? Would you be eager to chat? Would you panic and wonder what you might have done to cause God to call you? Or, would you be incredulous and think that it was someone playing a very bad joke pretending to be God?

Some people would eagerly run to the phone and jump into a conversation. “Hi Lord, how's it going? Ummmm-Hmmmm. You saw the Boar's Head Festival? Yes, I really liked part too…Tell Joseph to hold you a little closer next time, it got a little chilly on stage. Okay, sure I'll do that. Well, I won’t keep you, You’re probably busy. I’m sure I'll see you sometime during the week. Bye now.”

Others might become fearful and avoid the conversation thinking that God’s contact is an invitation to judgment! And others, may ignore the call, because of what God MIGHT ASK of them. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for young Samuel in the temple, alone, having a direct conversation with God. Was he afraid? Was he suspicious? Was he overjoyed? Whatever he felt, I’m sure he tingled as he experienced his call from God.

I am relieved that most call experiences in the Bible were not perfect. Many of the saints in Scripture were called by God, and good number of them were afraid, unwilling, unsure, doubtful, and skeptical, at first. We are in good company because their reactions sound like the kind we might have in the same situation. Consider Samuel. Samuel was an apprentice to Eli in the temple, and as he laid down to rest he heard the voice of the Lord calling. That’s often how it is. God is calling us much more than we are aware. But the busyness of life, the din of activity, the soundtrack of our culture, can at times, make it difficult for us to hear it. There are moments when we just need to be still and at rest in order to experience God's voice. Hearing is just a part of it as we see in our Old Testament lesson. Samuel heard something,  but he wasn't sure who or what it was. He naturally assumed that it was his master Eli who was calling him. He heard the voice, he went to Eli to see what he wanted, and Eli would tell him, “I didn’t say anything, go back and lie down.” This happened again. And the scriptures make an interesting point. Samuel didn’t yet know the Lord, but notice that God doesn’t need to wait for US to know God, GOD KNOWS US. And God kept calling Samuel.

Finally, the third time Samuel heard the voice and went to Eli, Eli realized what was going on and gave him the best advice possible, “go back, if you are called again, respond.” This can happen to us. God may be calling us to increase the use of our gifts or talents, to expand our comfort zones, or to point out something that God is doing in our lives at a particular moment. But although we HEAR something, we may not know it’s source. And at times it may seem that a friend or neighbor is the VOICE of the call, but they are acting as the messenger for God guiding us to the real SOURCE. Samuel thought the voice was Eli, but when Eli pointed the way and Samuel knew he was encountering God, he couldn’t help but tingle in the midst of God’s words and blessing. In Samuel’s moment of response, he was changed.

He may have been a young boy simply talking to God, unsure of what he was doing, or what it would lead to, but he was never the same. God had chosen Samuel for a path that he could never have imagined for himself. He became the last Judge in the nation of Israel, their first Prophet, and eventually Samuel anointed the first two kings of the nation, Saul, and later David. All this came from a moment of anointing when God called and Samuel simply said at Eli’s prompting, “I’m listening God, go ahead.”

Now, I’m sure someone is thinking, “that’s all well and good Vicar Rodney, but these kind of stories don’t apply to me. The people that God calls are Prophets, and Kings, and “Super Saints.” I never had the Lord’s voice wake me up from rest. God doesn’t even work that way, anymore. Well, maybe, maybe not. It’s more difficult for us to hear that voice living in a culture that doesn’t seem to be inclined to listen for it. But remember what the beginning of the reading said, “The word of the Lord was RARE in those days; visions were not widespread.” And yet it happened for Samuel and I believe that God is always calling humankind. Now, I agree that none of us will probably become a judge or prophet in Israel but, there is a journey set out for each of us from God. Our paths may be different, but the gifts of blessing and direction are always there for everyone.

God calls regular people. The Saints and Prophets we look back on now are not a testimony to God’s HR department, and how well they screen applicants. The testimony is to what God can do with our lives when we respond. Let me share one example with you:

We commemorate Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. this Sunday and observe his birthday tomorrow. When I think of Dr. King, I also think of the many so called  “ordinary people” who went on to do extraordinary things during the Civil Rights movement. One of my professors, who I consider a good friend of mine, Dr. Jon Pahl, and I were talking about this earlier in the week.  And he reminded me of Diane Nash, who was a very important contributor to the movement, but not as well known as some other figures of the times.

Ms. Nash was born and raised in Chicago and never fully experienced Jim Crow segregation until she started her college studies at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee. Diane became involved in the non-violent student protests against segregated lunch counters and other facilities in Nashville. At one point, the home of a lawyer who supported the students was bombed. No one was physically injured but, about 4000 people marched to the City Hall to protest the violence against the movement. Among them was Diane Nash, who in an improbable moment, asked the mayor of Nashville, Ben West, a simple, direct, question: Did he think segregation was wrong? And as if he was answering God’s call, this mayor of a segregated city in the segregated South, said “yes.” In less than a month after that, “six downtown stores began serving black customers at their lunch counters for the first time. EVER… And as much as anyone else, Diane Nash is a part of why it is now practically inconceivable that I would be turned away from a restaurant or diner because of the color of my skin.

I doubt that Ms. Nash or Mr. West thought that one day they would change our nation’s perceptions and behaviors anymore than Samuel anticipated he would become a selector of kings and prophesy to the nation. But yet, here we stand. This is what God can do and will do.

Our gifts and talents vary but God can use them all for the glory of the Kingdom. I’ve seen it in Bible and in the streets. People answering God’s call to feed and clothe one another. People answering the call to shelter those who are at risk from the cold. I saw it last weekend when it seemed like the entire congregation of St. Peter answered the call to share the Gospel by participating in or supporting the Boar’s Head Festival in some way; so many people working together to share the message of Christ.

We may not have a story about our call that sounds like something out of the Bible, but we have the same God of the Bible, the same love, the same desire for us to participate in the kingdom. I once heard it said that God isn’t looking for the qualified, but the willing. The Holy Spirit is with us each day, helping us to say yes to God. Yes to our call, and yes to the Lord’s blessing. When you hear the voice of the Savior again, just say “I’m listening God, go ahead.” God will do the rest.

AMEN

