Epiphany 2 Year B 2012 Sermon
Are Your Ears Tingling?      Text:  1 Samuel 3: 1-20    (John 1: 43-51)
Written by Mary James


The second sentence of our reading from Hebrew scripture this morning really gets our attention:  “The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.”  This might summarize our own sense of things these days.  It’s been a while since we can collectively say with confidence that we have seen a burning bush, a pillar of fire, a parted sea, or heard of more stone tablets being handed over on mountain tops.  Yet still, faithfully (and, as our text will show us, not at all foolishly) we still proclaim ourselves to be “people of the Word.”  Despite our limited ability to perceive God’s activity in the world, we continue to try very hard!

When our UCC churches are searching for a new pastor, and looking at profiles, what is the number one thing search committees want to know?  They want to know:  “Can this person preach?”   We want to hear an inspiring, holy word each week from our pulpits that helps us see God’s activity in the world and know how to live out our faith when the rubber meets the road in every-day life.  What is the number one fear of seminarians?  That first public preaching experience, of course!  You think such thoughts as, “Can I preach? Will I ever be able to do this?  Who am I do try such a thing? What was I thinking when I embarked on this crazy endeavor?”  That preached word just draws us, doesn’t it?  We want to hear it, and some of us are just odd enough to want to speak it, despite our many failings.  We know it has power.   Maybe it has so much power for us precisely because “visions are not widespread” and it seems that God’s own voice is not transmitting directly these days, much as in the time of Samuel and Eli.  But Samuel’s experience suggests to us that we might be able to hone our ability to hear God directly if we would simply not assume old assumptions, and would instead just quiet ourselves, and listen.

The boy Samuel, having been dedicated to God by his grateful mother Hannah and placed in the care of the priest Eli, is resting in the temple.  “Samuel! Samuel!” calls God.  Samuel believes that Eli must be calling him!  Scholar Lawrence Wood points out that there is some comedy in this narrative, as Sam-u-el means “God has heard” and Eli means “my God.”  Samuel, named after God’s ability to hear, cannot really hear who is calling him, and runs to Eli, named after God, but who is not really God!*  When the Lord calls Samuel a third time, Eli perceives that this voice that Samuel is hearing is none other than the voice of the Lord.  He teaches Samuel what to say if it happens again: “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”

So Samuel listens.  And God tells him he is about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears it tingle.  This part of the text is often left out by preachers, because it goes into a very difficult narrative in which God tells Samuel some very harsh news for Eli and his sons.  Eli’s sons have been unfaithful and corrupt as priests, and Eli has failed to stop them, and so God will no longer allow this priestly line to have power.  God is going to change the tradition and create something new:  “the office of ‘trustworthy prophet of the Lord.’” **  Samuel is invited to be this prophet, and God’s reveals an intention to end one priestly line and pursue a new line of leadership.  How Samuel’s ears must have tingled.  His stomach probably churned, too.  His knees might have gone weak.  He probably couldn’t sleep, knowing what he knew.  

When we quiet ourselves enough to know a great truth, sometimes we use language that shows that we feel it in our bodies.  We say things such as: “I knew it in my bones” or “I knew it in my heart.”  Along the lines of tingling ears, an old friend of mine was in the habit of saying: “I know something is true when  I feel pins and needles and chills running up and down my arms.”  When Samuel really quieted himself and intentionally listened, what he heard was that the tradition he had known and the mentor that had instructed him were both about to be changed.  He heard that it needed to change because the tradition of that priestly line was not serving the true purposes of God or God’s temple.  And, by golly, we ought not to be surprised by this, because as students of scripture, we are reminded here that God is constantly breaking into human experience and changing the course of tradition.


This is fascinating in light of how averse to change churches can be.  Our churchly aversion to change is understandable.  We do, at least in part, turn to church to hear the comforting news of God’s love for us.  Ironically, though, the discomfort can come when we listen very carefully to the Word of God and are reminded that God loves everyone, even the people we might not love so much, and even the people who would discomfort us greatly if they walked in.    We are often also greatly comforted by traditions we have long practiced, but today’s text reminds us that traditions can outlive their usefulness in serving God in the world.  It seems a critical mass of us felt in our bones that our old structure had gotten to that point: familiar, yes.   What we’ve always known, yes.  Working well?  No.  We felt this each month in our weary bodies at monthly committee meetings that met because, well, that’s what they did.  They met.  Monthly.

We began to speak of our weariness with that model, and to listen carefully to one another.   Real change happened when we got to the ear tingling place, that sense of excitement about possibility that came of so many rich conversations in cottage meetings, conversations about spiritual gifts.   We listened through reading and reaching out to other churches to learn about new structural possibilities more suited to the world today.  And we have moved from one tradition to a new one.  This is the story of God’s movement in the world---always breaking new ground in love for the common good.  And just as it was through conversation with Eli that Samuel was able to perceive God’s voice, so we may hope it has been that through much conversation with one another –and not always easy—we, too, have perceived a word of encouragement from God to go forth and break tradition.

One cannot help but think of the United Church of Christ’s wonderful assertion that “God is Still Speaking” when one reads this narrative of God trying to get through to Samuel.  Samuel’s experience teaches us that God’s traditional practice is one of pushing humanity to change to be more loving and faithful people.   On this weekend on which we celebrate the life and tradition smashing work of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. we are reminded that some traditions really need to go.  

There is a great little hymn in the New Century Hymnal called “Enter, Rejoice and Come In” that has this verse in it:  “Don’t be afraid of some change!  Today will be a joyful day!  Don’t be afraid of some change!”   In church life, when a new endeavor feels challenging, or puzzling, it does need to be evaluated in the light of God’s love and by God’s standards of profound caring.  When presented with a break from tradition, are your ears tingling, knees knocking, heart pounding, gut churning?  Then there’s only one thing to do:  say “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  
Amen.

*This information is shared by Lawrence Wood in his piece on a homiletical perspective on this text, found in Feasting on the Word Year B, Volume 1, edited by David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, Westminster John Knox Press, 2008, and is found on page 245.

** This quote is from the same book, in a piece by Richard Boyce offering an exegetical perspective on this text, and is found on page 245.
