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Several years ago, decades ago actually, I was part of a study group in this church, made up of business and professional men.  One morning during our gathering small talk, I mentioned a near accident the evening before when a driver had pulled from the curb on the wrong side of the street into my path.  Several nodded, identifying with my feelings and the description of my borderline road rage.
Later, in the course of our discussion that morning, I made the statement, “God was speaking to me on my way here today.”  At that statement, the man sitting next to me put his hand to my forehead to check if perhaps I was feverish and hallucinating.  It was evidently not the kind of experience commonly identified in that group.
“The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread,” comments the historian setting the scene for God calling to Samuel.  “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” asks Nathaniel responding to Philip’s claim that they have found God’s anointed messenger.  Apparently unfamiliarity with communication from God is not a condition only of current times, but it is a contemporary condition.
What is it we came here expecting this morning?--Here to this place sometimes called the house of God.  There are folks who go to church expecting to hear the “word of the Lord,” by which they mean a sermon that expounds and elaborates upon some text from the Bible, usually an already familiar one.  But that would be expected to come in the voice of the preacher.  We likely came to sing hymns and songs of praise or hear others sing.  We came to pray, which may mean we talk toward God.
But would we expect, perhaps while dozing during the sermon to hear, “Samuel, Samuel” and it be God calling us.  Likely for some that would be frightening considering “meeting our maker” too commonly means death, with judgment, and perhaps punishment.  Certainly in our sophisticated culture where we know all and can explain all, such communication would be suspect at the least.
Samuel’s historian had obviously been too long an adult.  His childhood memories buried, he comments, “Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.”  Samuel may have forgotten the Lord.  He may have become too accustomed to the routine of the worship rites at Shiloh.  Eli’s sons had taken over the priestly duty from their aging father and exploited it for their own benefit.  Samuel may not have any longer expected to hear from God. But as the historian wrote earlier, “the boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the Lord.”
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, in ideas perhaps too simplistic for our time, describes life in four quadrants - physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual.  The physical we address with health spas, diet, and medicines.  The emotional, Kubler-Ross says, develops between the ages of one and six.  It is then we are at risk for the basic attitude formation which can be so adult oriented as to leave us seeking emotional stability the rest of life.  Education of course seeks to develop the intellectual.  The only quadrant we don’t have to work at is the spiritual.  Born from God, the spiritual is a gift.  What we need do is deal with the negativity, the cultural egotism, the cynicism that bury and block it.
The pioneer of contemporary dying and death care, Kubler-Ross supports her understanding of the spiritual quadrant from her work with terminally ill children.  Children who are dying, she said, live in the spiritual quadrant.  They have an uncanny sense of a very real presence of God in all that is happening in their life, even in their dying, especially in their dying.  In that sense of the presence of God, they find courage and peace far beyond their parents and other adults around them.  Truly, the child leads in the hope that sustains them through each precious day of their too-short life.
When Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God, he said we must become like a child - that is we must cut through all life’s clutter to let come alive again that inborn spirit which is the image of God in us.  Children live in a world of innocence and imagination that often amazes us.  All too soon children learn bigotry that distorts the realities of life.
While refreshing my memory of Kubler-Ross’ quadrants, I came across an interview with her in which she was asked about the beginnings of her career.  She told of being in Majdanek concentration camp in Poland where Jewish families had been warehoused for the gas chambers.  The walls in the camp were filled with pictures of butterflies.  Kubler-Ross said, “It was incomprehensible to me.  Thousands of children going into the gas chamber, and this is the message they leave behind - a butterfly.”
She met a Jewish girl who had lost all her brothers and sisters, parents and grandparents in a gas chamber.  They had tried to squash her in with them but there wasn’t room for one more so they pulled her out to close the door.  Since she had already been crossed off the list of the living, they never got back to her.  She spent the rest of her years swearing she would stay alive to tell the world about the atrocities she had witnessed.  When the camp was finally liberated, the girl said to herself, “Oh my God, if I spend the rest of my life telling about all these horrible things, I would not be any better than Hitler himself.  I would plant seeds of hate and negativity.”  She made at that moment a promise to God that she would stay in the camp until she could learn to forgive even Hitler.  The last thing the Jewish girl said to Kubler-Ross, “If we can acknowledge that Hitler that has been planted in everyone of us and get rid of it, then we can live whole.”
In the incident I referred to at the beginning as, “God speaking to me,” I did not hear a voice calling my name.  I had simply noticed the sunrise on my way to the meeting and stopped to allow the second by second change in tint and hue to bring peace to my very soul; an experience that at the very core of my being I sensed as the presence of God.  I have had numerous occasions to relate the story of that morning and each time I feel again the warming as I envision its beauty.  I retell the story as much for my own benefit as for others.  It provides the repeated reminder I need to be open to God’s communicating in our life.
I cannot tell you how God speaks to you, to us.  The prophet Micah gives us a clue: “God has showed you what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”
Think prophet and we think warning of God’s wrath and destruction.  Some who claim modern day prophecy attribute destruction by natural disaster to the vengeance of God and as a warning to all.  The way my mind works, I remember ideas and important messages in Scripture but not always the location.  Looking for the source of this quote, I ran a search on the word “justice” and am impressed by the preponderance of the message of justice and mercy in the writings of the prophets, those who heard God calling them and relayed that message.
Of most importance is to trust that God can and does communicate with us, moves in our lives if we are open - if we can revive our expectation.  When the message is one of justice and mercy, that’s probably a clue that it is authentic.
When Samuel, prompted by Eli, finally acknowledged God “calling him and responded, “Speak, for your servant hears.”  He was only given a message for Eli.  Samuel likely wished Eli had never told him to reply to God for the message was of the doom of Eli’s sons.  But that was only the beginning, for Samuel, who had become like a son to Eli, took their place and, open to God’s call, led the people of Israel back to God.  In his old age, Samuel suffered something of the same fate when his sons also strayed from the path.  Samuel then became a king maker, anointing first Saul, and when that failed, he anointed David, always in response to God’s leading.
Nathaniel, for all the accolades Jesus gave him at their first meeting, holds no prominence among the followers who answered Jesus’ call.  The other Gospels refer to him by his father’s name - barTholomew.  John only mentions him again as one who went fishing with Peter after the resurrection.  But Nathaniel is named among the followers of Jesus because he had moved beyond his skepticism and heeded the call, trusting that something good could come from Nazareth.
The historian writes that “the word of the Lord was rare in those days; there was no frequent vision.”  Then he continues, “Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim, so that he could not see…”  Was it that the word was rare and there was no vision or was it the failed hearing and eyesight of the people?
If ours has become a culture where seldom is heard any word from the Lord; if we have become skeptical of the possibility of there being any good at all, anywhere, may we respond to the one who affirms the good in us.  When we sense that the call is from God, may we respond: “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.”

Amen.
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