“I’m Here!”

January 18, 2015

God Revealed series – 2nd Sunday after Epiphany

A friend shared a story of a young man who applied for a job as a Morse Code operator back in the days when the telegraph was the fastest means of communication...young man applied, went into the office, all the time the telegraph was ticking away.  Suddenly the young man went in and the other applicants wondered why.  The telegraph had been sending a message that said, “If you can read this, come into the office.”  The owner gave the man the job!
I know the telegraph isn’t so fast anymore.  We can text messages to each other within seconds.  There are competitions for those who can text the fastest.  But sometimes our world is so full of distraction and noise that we don’t settle down and listen.  And today we’re challenged by a call story where God calls and Samuel ultimately says, “I’m here!”

Within each of us, whether we claim it or not, God has laid the groundwork.  The tender words of Psalm 139 remind us of how intimately God knows us.  

Samuel - just a young boy - hears a voice call his name.  He responds to Eli, the priest, and finally understands what’s happening.  Samuel is under Eli’s training, but God is calling him to do something more.  All the time Samuel listens, but he needs Eli’s help to make sense of what he’s hearing and fully respond to God.  God who claims us is also God who knows us and calls us by name.  Even at a time when no one was expecting anything from God because it had been so long, God is revealed in the Temple. 

Samuel’s story reminds us that God is persistent, even when we’re confused or unsure.  And, each of us has a story to share about God’s work in our lives.  In this season of Epiphany, we’re celebrating those “wow!” moments.

A few years ago on a trip we had a stop in the Cleveland Airport.  There was a special exhibition about Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in the airport with some pictures and items of interest.  So, we looked at it.  I knew the history about Dr. King and his work.  But it was easy for me to forget that first and foremost, Dr. King was a Christian leader.  That’s where his passion and leadership began.  

Now an airport is perhaps an unlikely place for a spiritual experience.  But seeing images of Dr. King him as a pastor and preacher moved me, and realizing the leadership he gave to our nation and the world was challenging.  And he did it all before he was 40 years old!  

We’ve observed Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day since 1986.  Yes, it’s a federal holiday, but it’s also become a day of service.  I thought about Samuel and Eli, and I was challenged by what it means to serve God.  Samuel responded, and his first respond led him to a life of serving God.

Dr. King’s life and work was a response to his answering God’s call.  His commitment to justice is a witness to the love and power of Jesus.  His work invited others to follow Jesus and live out their faith in God who loves all people.  

Just as we’ve had encouragers and mentors who helped us to listen and hear God’s voice, maybe we’ve also had people who didn’t do it.  Maybe someone told us at some point that we didn’t have much to offer or that God didn’t care.  But that’s not what I hear in Samuel’s story.  Samuel was young, and Eli was older.  It’s because of Eli’s willingness to listen to Samuel and help him that he’s able to hear God’s call and respond to it.  When God says, “Can you hear me now?” Samuel responds, “Speak, Lord.”

So when Samuel says, “I’m here!” he’s following God’s call.  His heart is open to God’s leading.  And it’s only the beginning for him.  If we keep reading, we find that Samuel has a tough road ahead.  He’s the one to tell Eli of God’s judgment.  Samuel also serves as God’s prophet.  He anoints David as king of Israel.  We have to be honest about the struggle and challenge - listening to God’s call can be dangerous.  It can be uncomfortable and unexpected.  

But Samuel’s call began long before - even when his mother, Hannah, came to the Temple and dedicated him to God.  But even so, we’re told that God’s word, God’s communication, was rare in Samuel’s time.  No one seemed to hear it very much - or maybe no one was listening.
Still today, we need people around us who can help us to listen.  So many times, we say, “Listen, God, because we’re talking to you” instead of “Speak, God, because we’re listening to you.”  Sometimes we say, “I’m here, Lord, but send someone else!”  

I’m grateful for folks who help me to listen because it’s a challenge.  I think of Ruben - the organist and choir director from my home church in Mason.  I spent a lot of time in choir practices with my mom, and when I was eight or so, Ruben asked me if I wanted to play the tambourine for a song they were going to sing.  And I did!  From there, I played flute in church.  Ruben affirmed my gifts and encouraged me to serve God as a child.  

I think of Sunday School teachers, youth leaders, and camp counselors who served and taught me about Jesus.  They shared their faith and showed me that faith was important.  I’m grateful for pastors who helped me to discern God’s call and affirmed God’s gifts in my life.    

Another is my grandma who will be 93 years old tomorrow.  She is a person of deep faith.  She’s constantly reading, learning, and growing in her faith.  She’s positive even though she struggles with aches and pain.  And I remember a note she wrote to me a few years ago that said, “there’s sunshine outside and in my soul.”  Grandma continues to witness to the joy and love of the Lord.   

I think of people in everything congregation I’ve served whose witness - both words and actions - have reminded me of God’s goodness and grace and have helped me to keep on wondering, questioning, and learning.  

I think about Big Pete who was at MAP Supper House this week and blessed us with a song in a deep, booming voice that believed the words he sang: Sometimes I feel like a motherless child a long way from home.  

Notice something.  My encouragers are not all ordained pastors who lead churches.  These folks are lay people who live out God’s calling in their lives.  Eli’s role in Samuel’s response to God’s call is key, and today you have a special opportunity to be an encourager - someone who will offer your witness to God’s grace and presence by serving as a prayer partner for one of our children, youth, and young adults.  I invite you to take the time and offer your name so that you can participate in God’s call on the lives of our young people.  Your role is to prayer for God’s will in their lives and for their openness to God’s leading.    

We’re don’t control how others respond to God or come to know Christ – that’s God’s job.  But think of and maybe even write down the name of one person who has been an encourager in your life – someone who has guided you and helped you to respond to God’s call.  Samuel’s call story reminds us that God works in us individually, but God also works through the community of faith around us.  Samuel hears God’s voice.  Eli offers wisdom of his heart and mind.  We work together to see God’s vision.  

Think about those people who’ve helped you.  Maybe they helped you claim your faith when you didn’t know you had it.  Maybe they helped you keep your faith when you thought you might lose it.  Maybe they helped you in the workplace.  Maybe they showed you grace when you didn’t deserve it.  Maybe they just are good people of faith who remind you how good and great God is!  

Our witness of faith isn’t about forcing people to change; it’s about letting the love of Christ work in us.  It’s not about intensity, but intimacy.  It’s not about winning an argument.  It’s not about coercion.  It’s about being in relationship with others for the sake of Jesus Christ.  And God does work through us to break into the world, to speak, to act, to move, to transform us!    

Kathleen Norris writes this about “seeking” as part of Christian faith: “Over time I have learned two things about my religious quest: First of all, that it is God who is seeking me, and who has a myriad of ways of finding me.  Second, that my most substantial changes, in terms of religious conversion, come through other people.  Even when I become convinced that God is absent from my life, others have a way of suddenly revealing God’s presence.” 

Friends, God speaks.  God is speaking to you and to me.  Will we listen closely?  Will we reach out and help each other listen?  And will we keep going with God even on a difficult, unexpected, but amazing journey?

Thanks be to God.  AMEN.
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