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"Responding to the Voice"

I love these stories that we have today from both the Hebrew scriptures and the Christian
New Testament.  The story of Samuel begins, "Now the boy Samuel was serving the Lord under
Eli.  The Lord's word was rare at that time, and visions weren't widely known."  Sometimes we
have the impression that God only spoke to people way back in those old Bible days but that
God doesn't speak to us or anyone anymore.

That is precisely the attitude that the UCC slogan was meant to overcome:  "God is Still
Speaking!"  And we, who claim to follow Jesus Christ, should know that.  That we worship a
living God, one who, as in the past and who continues now and into the future, speaks to us, a
force that communicates with us, that calls us and moves us to live and act in ways that coincide
with that one's being and essence.  Yes, God's voice still calls out to any who will listen.  

And of course it is hard enough to hear that voice in a world so filled with such a vast
array of competing voices, sounds and noises of all kinds.  And then when we do hear that voice,
we are not always sure from where or from whom that voice, that call, comes.  

Take for example the young boy Samuel.  Now we don't know how old Samuel was
when God called to him.  He may have been 8 or 9 or 12, old enough anyway to be helping the
Priest Eli with the religious duties.  But when God calls Samuel in the middle of the night, the
boy does not know who it is.  He believes it is the old man, Eli who is calling him.  So he runs to
Eli's room but the old man tells him he did not call him and sends him back to the temple where
he was sleeping.  God calls again, a second and then a third time and Samuel each time again
runs to Eli.  

Now, the old man is wise, and he knows the ways of God.  Eli has understanding, vision,
even though his eyesight has gone dim.  He tells Samuel to return to his bed and when the voice
speaks again, to answer, saying "Speak Lord, for your servant is listening."  And when the voice
calls out to him again, "Samuel!  Samuel!" the boy answers, and we can almost imagine his sense
of awe and wonder, no doubt mixed with fear at this voice that has come to him in the middle of
the night, as he says, "Speak, for your servant is listening."  And then God, the living God,
shares with this young boy, the intentions God has for Eli and his family and for Israel.

You see, what is pretty striking here is that Samuel, who is given the great gift of hearing
the voice of God, would not have even known it was God without the help and wisdom of the
old man Eli.  Without Eli, whose health was gone, who could barely see, whose reputation had
been ruined by the corrupt behavior of his sons, whose life was all but ended, without him, the
boy Samuel would not have known how to respond to the voice of God.  Nor would he have
grown into the great leader, prophet and judge that he did and neither would all that was
accomplished through him, the kingships of Saul and then David, have occurred.  How important
the role of this other person, this one who was there to help Samuel answer the call of God!

Now the story of the calling of the disciples in John shows us a similar thing.  Here we
have Philip finding and telling Nathanael about this guy Jesus who could be the Messiah, the one



they've all been waiting for.  But actually it is more than just Philip telling Nathanael.  If we go
back a few verses, we see the way John in his gospel tells about how the disciples are called.  

First, we have 2 of John the Baptist's followers hear the Baptist say to them, "Behold, the
lamb of God!" and they then follow Jesus.  When Jesus sees them following him, he asks what
they want and eventually he tells them, "Come and see."  Then we are told that one of those who
followed Jesus, was Andrew and we are told that 'He first found his brother Simon, and said to
him, "We have found the Messiah"', and he brings him to Jesus.  Then we have the part where
Jesus gives Simon a new name, Peter.  

That brings us to our passage for today.  "The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. 
And he found Philip and said to him, 'Follow me.'"  Now some scholars translate the punctuation
of those lines a bit differently so that it reads more like this:  "The next day Jesus wanted to go
into Galilee, and he found Philip.  Jesus said to him, 'Follow me.'"  The suggestion is that the
"he" mentioned there is not Jesus, but perhaps Andrew or Peter.  This would make sense, as we
are told in the next line that Philip was from Bethsaida, the hometown of Andrew and Peter. 
Likewise, it follows the theme John has established in this section, of the disciples calling one
another to follow Jesus.  

How exciting is that?!  The message that John is giving to his audience and to us, is that
we receive the call to follow Christ from one another!  That is the way the movement grows. 
Ours is not a private, solitary relationship, alone with our God.   We receive the call of Christ
through one another!

Think of how you first heard the call to follow Christ.  Perhaps it was your parents.  
Perhaps a pastor.  Maybe a friend invited you to come with them to church.  Perhaps you read
something that was written by someone that moved you enough to seek out and to learn more
about this Christianity stuff.  Each of us is here because of something someone else or a whole
bunch of someone elses, said or did, to bring us along.  

The other part of this story, is that Nathanael is not like the others who just get on board
with this whole Jesus the messiah thing.  He is a skeptic.  He questions whether anything good
can come out of Nazareth, when he is told that is where Jesus is from.  Jesus seems to
compliment him though, noting that he is "a true Israelite, in whom there is no deceit/guile." 
Noting that he saw him under the fig tree, which is the place where teachers, those
knowledgeable about the scriptures, the prophecies and the law, would gather their students and
teach them.  Jesus may be suggesting to him that his doubts, his questions and his desire to know
the truth, are indeed welcome with him and that he intends to prove to Nathanael who he truly is,
as Nathanael suddenly proclaims, "Rabbi, you are God's Son.  You are the king of Israel!"

Helping one another hear the call of God, assisting one another in finding the way to life,
is not just some pleasant, happy, nice thing we may or may not choose to do.  For those of us
who follow Christ, helping one another hear and discern the voice of the living God is a
requirement.  From the very beginning of Jesus' ministry, it has been who we are.  

We need to be ready to hear the difficult questions, to hear the hard and possibly harsh
words that will be asked if the justice, mercy and love of Christ are to find a place among us. 
We have to be willing to go and be present with those who are not sure about the voice they are



hearing.  We have to be willing to reach out and hold the hands of those who might not know
there even is a God, a living God who loves and cares for them and who may be calling out to
them.  Sometimes it will require our own voices as we lead and assist others on the way but
often it may take only our being present there, with them.

On the news this past Friday, I was moved by the report of Pope Francis, who was
visiting the Philippines.    As he was traveling along, he apparently saw an orphanage, a charity
that works with the street children and wanted to stop there.  It was not on his itinerary.  They
were not prepared for his visit.  He did not go there to make any grand speeches or declarations
for the reporters to cover.  He simply wanted to go and be with the children.  Children who were
abandoned by their families, who had known abuse, who were the "throw-aways" of their
society.  Children no one wanted or cared about.  One of the workers at the orphanage was
interviewed and asked what this visit from the Pope meant to those children.  She said something
to the effect, that now they know that they are indeed children too, like children all over the
world, that they are loved and that they are important.  Look, the Pope came to see them!

In this new year, 2015, the voice of God will call out to us.  How will we respond?  Will
we open our eyes to those who have been labeled "throw-aways" in our society?  For those of us
who follow Christ, there are no "throw-aways."  

God is calling out to us, giving us opportunities to express that.  As we work on getting
our beautiful sanctuary's front doors fully accessible, we will be telling all people that they are
welcome here in our house of worship.  

As we work together to witness to and with our Cub Scout leaders and the Boy Scout
regional offices about their discriminatory policies regarding gays and lesbians in leadership
roles, we will be expressing our belief in God's all-inclusive love, and that these too are whole
and holy people.  

These and other difficult things may be what God calls us to in this year.  The question is,
will we help one another as we listen for the voice of God in these matters?  Will we work
together, listen to one another, be with each other and do what it takes to discern together the
voice and call of God's Spirit among us?  We need each other.

Ultimately, we are called to stand together, and I could not be more proud of or more
happy to stand with such a gathering of people than I am of you, as we respond to God, the
living God's voice, saying those words of Samuel, "Speak Lord, your servant is listening!" 
Amen.


