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Theme: Jesus calls us to follow, but following Jesus can be risky

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

As we said in the Children’s message this morning, God still calls people of all ages BY NAME.
That’s really quite exciting if you think about it. It means, God knows who we are and that means
we have an identity. It also means that God gives us a purpose for our lives, which means that
God and religion are incredibly relevant to our lives, no matter how old we are. But hearing the
voice of God calling us and then acting on that call can be quite difficult and sometimes quite
risky!

There’s a funny story about an elderly woman who had just returned to her home from a religious
service when she was startled by an intruder. As she caught the man in the act of robbing her
home of its valuables, she yelled,"Stop! Acts 2:38!" Upon hearing this, the burglar stopped dead
in his tracks. The woman then calmly called the police and explained what she had done. As the
officer cuffed the man to take him in, he asked the burglar, "Why  did you just stand there? All the
old lady did was yell a scripture at you." "Scripture?" replied the burglar. "She said she had an axe
and two 38s!"

If you actually look up Acts 2:38 in a bible, it reads: “Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be
baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven ...”
Unfortunately, the burglar’s expectations were dictated by his past experiences with weapons and
violence, so he completely misinterpreted the women’s statement and thus the situation. A similar
situation occurs in both our Old Testament and Gospel readings today: the call of Samuel and the
call of Nathanael.

Samuel is a young boy, perhaps around twelve-years-old (though no one knows for sure), who
serves the LORD under the patronage of the aging priest Eli. This episode in Samuel’s life begins
with an interesting observation by the author that sets the context: "The Word of the LORD was
rare in those days;  visions were not widespread"  (1 Samuel 3:1). Another way to translate this
verse is, “The Word of the Lord was not as vivid as it had once been.” In other words, this was a
time when there wasn’t much good preaching; religious revivals were few; and religion was not in
the forefront of people’s consciousness.

The same might be said for many people in our contemporary world. Just this past week Joyce
Hoopengardner was on Facebook and read a posting in which a woman was asking for advice
about her husband. The husband, she said, had no friends and played video games all day. The
woman was worried about him. What could she do? Joyce wrote back and suggested that the
couple might consider attending a church. Our church, Joyce wrote, has a men’s group that goes
out to dinner once a month and there are always interesting and meaningful activities in which to
participate. It was a simple invitation akin to Philip saying to Nathanael in today’s gospel reading,
“Come and see.” Joyce was somewhat taken aback when the woman replied, “We don’t do
religion!” This post was followed by some other responders who jokingly said, “Ha, Ha! We
don’t do religion either.” Sounds like the “word of the Lord is rare” for some people in our own
century.

Religion was not in the forefront of people’s consciousness in Samuel’s day either, and no one
expected the Lord to come calling, including the young Samuel. So when this lad is suddenly
awakened by a voice calling, "Samuel!  Samuel," he assumes the obvious: Eli must be calling him.
He gets up and runs to Eli, probably waking Eli up from a sound sleep. You can imagine Eli's
irritation at this senseless interruption – probably the way most of us feel when the phone rings at
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2 a.m. waking us out of a sound sleep only to be a wrong number. As we’ve already heard in the
Children’s Message, this happens three times – Samuel hears a voice calling him. Samuel doesn't
have a clue as to what's really happening and insists on interpreting his experience according to his
past experiences and assumptions: “Eli must need me,” he thinks. Fortunately, Eli begins to
perceive the truth and so, after the third awakening, tells the young Samuel: "Go, lie down; and if
he calls you, you shall say, `Speak, Lord for your servant is listening!'"

The Gospel lesson today tells the story of Nathanael – a man who also had preconceived notions
and assumptions. This story occurs early in John's Gospel, shortly after Jesus begins his public
ministry.  Jesus calls Philip to follow him. Philip immediately finds and tells Nathanael, “We have
found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote." Philip then makes the
mistake of telling Nathanael that Jesus is from Nazareth. Nathanael's reply to this information is
quick and twinged with sarcasm: "Can anything good come out of Nazareth?" Nathanael clearly
assumes that the Messiah could never hale from such a nondescript, out-of-the-way Podunk
village as Nazareth.

Philip's reply to Nathanael's derisive comment is instructive, and one from which we should learn.
Philip doesn't engage Nathanael in debate over Nazareth's significance; nor does Philip try to
convince Nathanael that Jesus is the Messiah. Instead, he simply says:  "Come and see." Philip
doesn't debate, argue, defend, or justify. He simply invites: "Come and See." And this puts the ball
right back in Nathanael’s court; he now has to make a decision.

John's Gospel doesn't tell us the degree to which Nathanael struggles with his skepticism nor the
degree to which Nathanael feels threatened by a possible encounter with this person Jesus. But it
is clear that Nathanael does get up and goes to see Jesus. He makes a decision to "come and see." 
And his life, as was true for Samuel, will never be the same again.

We can glean three things from today’s story of Samuel and Nathanael. First, we all have
preconceived notions and expectations about our world – assumptions that need to be examined
or we might miss hearing God’s call.

Second, most of us will need help to examine our ingrained notions about life. Like Samuel and
Nathanael we’ll need someone else outside ourselves to help us discern God’s truth. Part of our
job as the Church is to be the kind of community in which we help each other examine and
broaden our assumptions about life; our assumptions about ourselves and about others.

Third, we will face a choice of how to respond once we begin to move beyond our limited
assumptions, and that can be risky. There is a sign above one church door that says: “Enter at
your own risk.” If we “come and see,” we may hear God calling us out into new, uncharted
waters. We may find ourselves challenged to do something we’ve never done before. And we
definitely will discover that our life will change as we are more and more aligned with God and
God’s purposes. So like Samuel and Nathanael, we will need to choose how to respond when
Jesus says, “Follow me:” whether to hold fast to the security of our expectations (for there
certainly is a sense of security with the known, even if its negative); or whether to examine our
assumptions and allow God's truth to speak to us and change us. And maybe in changing us,
change the world.

Tomorrow our nation will honor Dr. Martin Luther King. Like his 16  century namesake, Martinth

Luther of the Reformation, King was a flawed man. Yet King, also like his namesake, inspired



This illustration that follows is taken from a sermon by Harold Miller:1

http://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/martin-luther-king-a-prophet-to-america-harold-miller-sermon-on-racism-
32194.asp?page=0

3

change in an entire nation through his moral and spiritual appeal. But his work was indeed risky.1

Following the arrest of Rosa Parks for refusing to give up her bus seat to a white man in
Montgomery, Alabama, (Dec 1, ’55), the black community asked the then 26 year-old Martin
Luther King to lead a bus boycott. As soon as his leadership of the boycott was announced, he
received threats from the Ku Klux Klan and from the police. Within days King was arrested for
driving 30 mph in a 25 mph zone and thrown in the Montgomery city jail. The following night,
shaken by his first jail experience, King sat at his kitchen table wondering what to do. It was
around midnight and a few minutes before, the phone had rung and an anonymous voice snarled: 

"Nigger, we are tired of you and your mess now. And if you aren’t out of this town in 3
days, we’re going to blow your brains out, and blow up your house." 

King felt agitated and full of fear. Should he resign? He tried to think of a way out while in the
next room lay his wife, Coretta, already asleep, along with their newborn daughter, Yolanda. King
remembers that night this way:

“I sat at that table thinking about that little girl and thinking about the fact that she
could be taken away from me any minute. And I started thinking about a dedicated,
devoted and loyal wife, who was over there asleep. . . . And I got to the point that I
couldn’t take it anymore. I was weak. . . . And I discovered then that religion had to
become real to me, and I had to know God for myself. And I bowed down over that cup of
coffee. I never will forget it. . . . I prayed a prayer, and I prayed out loud that night. I
said, "Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right. I think I’m right. I think the cause
that we represent is right. But Lord, I must confess that I’m weak now. I’m faltering. I’m
losing my courage.

“. . . And it seemed at that moment that I could hear an inner voice saying to me,
"Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for truth. And
lo I will be with you, even until the end of the world." . . . I heard the voice of Jesus
saying still to fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never
alone. No never alone. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.

Three nights later a bomb exploded on the front porch of King’s home, filling the house with
smoke and broken glass but injuring no one. King took it calmly. Later he said: "My religious
experience a few nights before had given me the strength to face it."  

King came back to this "visitation" at the kitchen table every critical moment in his life. For him, it
became the bedrock of personal faith.

I think it’s important to realize that even Martin Luther King wasn’t absolutely sure that the
course of action he was considering was the correct and Godly one. So he prayed and listened;
and then he heard God say to him, “Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness, . . ..” Samuel said, 
“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Jesus said to Philip, “Follow me,” and then Philip said
to Nathanael, “Come and see.” And the world was changed. The Lord calls each us by name; will
we too come and follow?

Please join in singing our Hymn of the Day, Will You Come and Follow Me, which summarizes
this  well.


