2nd Sunday after Epiphany
Sermon 1.15.12
Scripture:	1 Samuel 3:1-20
		John 1:43-51

A year ago this time, when Toby was in first grade and the curriculum turned to Martin Luther King, Ms. Mason asked her class what they knew about Dr. King.  Toby raised his hand and said, “He was a minister, like my mom.”
If I am never again praised for anything I ever do, this will be enough for me.  
As for this year, Toby and I were reading through a Scholastic worksheet on Dr. King, which explained that he gave speeches and organized marches—“speeches” and “marches” both in bold print as new vocabulary words the students should learn.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]“You know what else he did,” I said to Toby.  “He gave sermons.  In fact, he gave a lot more sermons than he gave speeches.”
Now, not to give this Scholastic worksheet too much credit, I do think it represents a wider tendency to secularize Dr. King, or rather the Rev. Dr. King.  And, mind you, I’m not interested in the culture wars.  But I do find myself objecting to this at least somewhat widespread consensus that the Rev. Dr. King was a speaker and not a preacher, was a great man but not a great man of God.  
Consider the quote at the foot of the memorial of him recently opened in Washington D.C.  It’s a paraphrase of something he preached at his home church, Ebenezer Baptist Church where, incidentally, Rosa Parks was a member.  (Talk about a word made active).  Preached just two months before he was shot, and referring to his own funeral and his hope that people will not talk too long about him, he said, “Yes, if you want to say that I was a drum major, say that I was a drum major for justice. Say that I was a drum major for peace. I was a drum major for righteousness. And all of the other shallow things will not matter. I won't have any money to leave behind. I won't have the fine and luxurious things of life to leave behind. But I just want to leave a committed life behind.  And that's all I want to say.”  What this was boiled down to is this, all about him: “I was a drum major for justice, peace and righteousness,” which it’s been pointed out makes him sound like a twit, and a pretty self-involved one at that.
More generally speaking, I can’t help but to wonder whether he could have done what he did, and whether he’d have had the effect that he did, if he were merely a speaker and not a preacher.  And who can say?  But I’ll admit that I doubt it.  To my mind, here was a man who was utterly and if nothing else informed by the Gospel, and who was made powerful by God’s Spirit of Truth and his disciplined imitation of Christ; and, of course, he was given voice in the only place where a black man in those days could possibly have a voice, the black Church. 
So why have we whitewashed this basic fact from his history—and ours?
*************
Did you notice that it took three times for God’s voice to be recognized as just this—God’s voice?  Three times in spite of the fact that the Lord was calling a minister to the Lord who was at the time, indeed at that very moment, sleeping in the Temple, in the Temple where the ark of God was.  It’s as if no one expected God to speak even in this place, perhaps especially in this place.  
But, of course, this is how the story begins, that the word of the Lord was rare in those days, that visions were not widespread.  Similarly significant, but not as straightforward, is the fact that Eli’s eyesight had begun to grow dim.  Though the lamp of God in him had not yet gone out, he was seeing less and less well; he was increasingly blind perhaps particularly in regard to his own sons.  
Eli was then a judge over Israel—a judge at a time when such judges governed Israel.  Eli was also a priest whose two sons were priests, but apparently corrupt ones.  And because of them and their blasphemy, God would punish the house of Eli forever.  Also because of them and their blasphemy, God would call the boy Samuel to initiate the era of kings over Israel.  
This had been a long time in coming.  The people Israel had long wanted, like other nations, to have a king.  They had long wanted to be of equal stature as neighboring peoples.  For His part, the Lord God had long resisted—not wanting so much power to be vested in one person; not wanting Israel to become so very much like other nations; and perhaps most of all not wanting to be Himself phased out of their life together as a people.  It was God’s Law, after all, that enabled this nation to function at all.  Indeed it was God’s call that made this people a people.  Shouldn’t He then be the one who ultimately the people turn to for justice and order?  Wasn’t it enough that the Lord God was their king?
But the governing structure as it was now wasn’t working well at all.  The priests had become blasphemous, the judges had become blind, and the word of the Lord was rare, visions were not widespread.  And so it was that the Lord came to call, “Samuel, Samuel!”  
I’ve never read this story in its entirety, at least not that I remember.  Whenever it’s featured in the lectionary as today, or whenever it’s deployed at an ordination or some other celebration of the call of God, the focus is on the first half, while the second half is left out all together.  
That’s striking, maybe even blasphemous—our stopping the reading where Samuel says to the Lord, “Speak, for your servant is listening.”  It’s as if we don’t actually want to hear what the Lord has to say. 
*************
Not so for the first whom Jesus called according to the Gospel of John.  Whatever resistance Jesus so early on faced was glib and easily overcome—Nathanael saying to Philip about him as “son of Joseph from Nazareth,” “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  The fact that all it took to get Nathanael on board was Philip replying, “Come and see,” suggests that Nathanael was speaking with tongue in cheek when questioning the worth of Nazareth.  “Come and see,” is hardly a sound argument that might overcome deep prejudice or hardened cynicism.
It’s also, however, not as simple an invitation as it at first sounds—not in the Gospel of John.  Nothing’s simple in this gospel, of course.  Everything resounds with deeper significance than you might initially notice.  “Come and see,” for its part, resounds in its demand of the other—that you come, and also in its promise to the other—that you will see.
What you will see is, of course, the heart of the matter.  The word itself shows up a lot in this passage, and in this gospel—this gospel whose driving agenda is to get its readers to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the unique revelation of the nature and character of God.  So it should be understood that this is what you will see: that the crucified one is the chosen and beloved of God, that the self-emptying of the One whose Self is the means by which all that is has come to be is the way of God in the world.  What you will see is that, in the realm of God, power is weakness and weakness is power; in the mind of God, might doesn’t make right, self-offering does; in the heart of God, beloved are those who give everything up for the sake of life abundant and love victorious; and that Jesus is the model and the means by which such truth is lived out.
There’s something immediate about this, though, that so much sermonizing and explaining actually obscures.  There’s something immediate about the appearance of Jesus and the presence therein of the Spirit that can’t be reproduced in so many words, can only be proclaimed, transmitted, communicated as if by contagion the carrier of which is words quickened by the Spirit.  (May some of these be so.)  
This irreproducible quality is what we call charisma, a word we’re comfortable using because it’s come to mean, according to my free on-line dictionary, “personal magnetism or charm.”  But charisma at its root and origin has little to do with the personality of the individual claimed to be charismatic and more to do with the presence of the Holy Spirit in that person or in a group.  The power of charisma isn’t personal and individual, though it should come as no surprise that this is how we’ve come to hear it.  After all, we live in a culture of radical individualism where the cult of personality reigns and where the secular suspicion that we’re “self-made” is considered wisdom, a courageous conviction.  No, the power of charisma stems from the presence of the Holy Spirit, and its mark is that this power costs the individual on whom it alights more than it pays.   
Charisma costs the person on whom the Spirit alights more than it pays—which means if someone’s capitalizing on their charisma, we’re right to be suspicious.
Though if we latter-day disciples are slow to know this, then we can take comfort in the likely fact that so too were the first disciples.  There’s no indication in this passage the Philip and Nathanael had any notion of the trip they agreeing to take with Christ.  On the contrary, this passage is striking for its lightness of tone.  
I printed this out formatted as if it were a short story, with each new speaker’s bit of dialogue constituting its own paragraph.  The Bible, of course, is usually formatted in big blocks of text.  Psalms and songs aside, the Bible makes use of chunky paragraphs, this I imagine for efficiency’s sake.  If it were formatted by the standards of modern narrative, this already 2000-page book would require even more paper.  But this functional layout sometimes obscures when a narrative is quick and light, as here.  Several people are talking to each other—and what’s transmitted is more witty than hefty; what’s communicated, it seems to me, is more affectionate than important.  The gravity here is levity, which I for one love.
A while ago, during one Monday morning gathering of “Provocations,” we were considering a passage that Bob had chosen and that Rowan Williams had written—he the current archbishop of Canterbury.  It was a lovely passage about how we’re to treat each other now that we might see with eyes of Christ and know with the heart of God.  It was an earnest plea for compassion and kindness.  Contrarian that I often am, though, I asked, “But what about humor?”  I imagine I sounded as if I were a proponent of making fun of people, especially people who are asking for it—you know, people who are different from me or struggling at something or have had life deal them an unfair hand.  Nothing like pointing and laughing at them!  No, what I meant but failed to name is wit.  
Thanks to a well-researched email from Lydia concerning the word “see” as John makes repeated use of in this passage, I have come to learn that this word has as a root (and now I’m quoting Lydia) “the old Indo-European root *(w)id—like the Latin ‘video’ and…the English ‘wit’…”  This is the word that gives us witness, which might have us thinking of a witness to a crime but also should call to mind witness in its religious sense.  (Can I get a witness?)  Lydia made clear that this “wit” is best heard in its older sense of “know,” as opposed to its more contemporary usage to mean someone or thing that’s funny.  But I got to thinking about how those two things are still related, at least to me.
I love wit.  I love witnessing it; I love participating in it.  At its best, it feels like when a team can keep a ball in play.  Different from snark, with its rolled eyes and its “jus’ sayin,’” developmentally arrested in adolescence as it is, wit feels like generosity lobbed back and forth.  And as I think on this, I realize the people with whom I’ve had the most reliably witty relationships are people with whom I’ve shared intense or intimate experiences.  I think of the 8 girls with whom I rowed on my high school crew.  I think of my housemates with whom I went through divinity school—lots to laugh at there, so self-serious you can’t help but to laugh.  (I mean, it’s Harvard.  And it’s divinity school.  I remember my Hebrew Bible professor always referring to the “anals” of the Old Testament scholarship that we should make use of in our research.  In my head, I’d scream in response, “It’s pronounced annals!  I think the anals of Old Testament literature are here in this room.) I think of my family at dinnertime, so often spent in poking fun at, well, everything—ourselves, each other, the way and with whom we’ve spent the day.  I think of my church, this little congregation, where hardly a Sunday or Monday morning goes by without our sharing a pretty good laugh.  
It’s no surprise, I suppose, that we might avoid recognizing the voice of God that calls us.  God’s insistence on the truth, God’s zeal for justice and righteousness and peace, persistent, insistent as they are—it’s no surprise that we might deny God’s calling us to kenotic action, that is self-giving, self-emptying, loving action.  This is going to cost us.  Such knowledge, such witness: this is going to cost us.  But it seems to me the wit that is its side effect, its side dish, sweetens things.  We’ll have some fun on this trip.  
Thanks be to God.
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