Call Waiting

I Samuel 3:1-10; John 1:43-51

My parents married in 1953, and it was a different world back then. Their first home was a tiny cracker-box-sized house built right after World War II, but my mother remembered it fondly. She loved to tell the story of mopping constantly while running her leaky second-hand dishwasher, and she told the story as if it were a great adventure. She also told the story of that house’s shared telephone line with the house next door. That’s called a party-line. My mother said, whenever she used the phone, she had to pick up the receiver to see if their next-door neighbor was already talking. If they were, she would hang-up, wait a few minutes, and try again. If there was some urgency in her call, she would pick up and explain the situation, and generally the neighbor would quickly put an end to their call.
My, how telephones changed by the time I was a kid. My parents lived in that small house only a couple of years. Then they were on to another house, and then another one after that. And I remember when we had two telephone lines in that house. When my older sisters were teenagers, they spent so much time on the phone my Dad had a second line put in upstairs.
And I well remember when we first got call-waiting. You probably know how that works. You’re talking on the phone, but then you hear a clicking noise, letting you know of an incoming call waiting to talk with you. Back in the day, you clicked the hang-up button, moving you over to the incoming call. So now, the person you were talking to would be on call waiting. By the time I was a teenager, telephones had come a long way since my mom and dad’s party-line.
But, as we all know, that’s nothing compared to what you can now do with a phone. Today, you can have a Facetime video conversation with someone halfway around the world. We’ve come a long, long way since my mom and dad’s party-line. As I said at the beginning of this sermon, it was a different world back then.
But as we all know, there are pros and cons with every technology. Today we are bombarded by calls and messages. Today we constantly receive multiple emails and text messages, Facebook and Snapchat messages, Tweets and TikToks. Today, we are bombarded by calls and messages, so now we filter them. There is literally no way to listen to every single call or message we receive. So, we decide what we will listen to and what we will ignore. Our computers literally have filters that suppress junk emails and spam. Our computers make some of the filtering decisions for us.
Nowadays, you drive down the road and advertisers literally spin their message. You’ve seen them. Right? They have their message printed on a sign they literally spin to get you to look at it. Advertisers know we have built our filters so strong they now pay somebody to spin their message sign to get us to pay attention. Sending and receiving a message, it’s a different world from my mom and dad’s party-line.

In our first scripture reading, a message from God gets filtered by Samuel and Eli the Priest. Samuel is just a young boy living in the temple, and, when he hears a message from God in the middle of the night, he filters the message. He thinks it is Eli the Priest calling him. “Here I am!” Samuel says to Eli. But Eli also filters the message. “Go back to bed and quit bothering me,” says Eli. Perhaps he thought Samuel had had a dream.
Now, earlier in the story, we’re told that direct messages from God were rare in those days, so it’s understandable that it takes Eli three times before he figures it out. But eventually he does. And this time he instructs the boy, Samuel, to pay close attention the next time he hears the voice, and Samuel follows Eli’s advice. Next time, he lowers his filter and pays close attention. When he hears the voice, he does just what Eli told him to do. “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”
But, unfortunately, the message Samuel receives is an uncomfortable message, a message that will be bad news for Eli. But, actually, it’s a message Eli had already received. You see, Eli had two sons who were also priests, but Eli’s sons were scoundrels. They were skimming off the top from the animal sacrifices brought to the temple, and God had had enough of their blasphemy. In chapter two of I Samuel, God warned Eli that his sons were not fit to be priests, but Eli filtered that message. Eli didn’t want to hear bad news about his sons, so he ignored it. That is called denial. It’s a form of filtering. But, to his credit, Eli asks Samuel what the Lord said to him, and, when he realizes that Samuel is afraid to deliver bad news, he insists that Samuel hold nothing back. This time Eli lowers his filter, and this time he listens.

In our second scripture reading, Jesus calls Philip to discipleship by saying, “Follow me.” And Philip does. By lowering his filter and following Jesus, he comes to recognize Jesus as his promised savior. Then Philip goes and finds Nathanael and delivers a message to him. “We’ve found the promised savior, Jesus of Nazareth.” But notice how Nathanael filters the message. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” But Philip challenges him, “Come and see! Come and see!”
So, my questions for us this morning are: In what ways are we, as a congregation, filtering the call of God? Are we listening for God’s call and God’s vision for our mission and ministry, or do we have God on Call Waiting? If so, what are the filters we’ve built that keep us from hearing God’s call?
Well, sometimes churches are like Samuel and Eli. We don’t expect God to speak to us in our day and time, so, when God does speak, we’re not listening. We never slow down and ask God for guidance. Instead of keeping an open mind and discerning God’s will for the life, mission, and ministry of our church, we already have our minds made up and continue on, day after day, business as usual.
And sometimes churches are like Eli. Deep down inside, we hear God calling us to change a weakness or recognize a flaw or see a vice in our life, ministry, and fellowship together, but we push that call aside, pay no attention to the bad news we don’t want to hear and live our spiritual lives together in denial of the inevitable consequences.

Or sometimes, we find ourselves standing in Samuel’s shoes when he receives a message of judgment against Eli. Let me tell you, that’s a tough spot to be in. The call to deliver God’s prophetic word of judgment in our world today is challenging, to say the least. So, I suggest we listen to what happens in our story. You see, Eli opens the door for a conversation when he insists that Samuel tell him everything God has said. When Eli is ready to listen, Samuel tells Eli what he needs to hear.

And finally, sometimes, we are like Nathanael. Our preconceived notions get in the way of hearing God’s call. Folks, all of us carry biases, prejudices, and life experiences that shape, mold and form our expectations and opinions in ways we don’t even realize. And when God calls us to follow a path that contradicts our preconceived notions and expectations and opinions, we have a tendency to filter that message. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” asks Nathanael. But Philip challenges him to lower his filter, “Come and see! Come and see!”
As I mentioned in the January Guidepost, Session has appointed a committee to begin the process for finding the next Installed Pastor of this church. Through various surveys, Bible studies, and conversations, this committee will be seeking God’s call and God’s vision for your future, by listening to you—the congregation. Like most churches, I’m sure some of you may be asking, “Why don’t we get on with it? Why take time for all these surveys and studies and conversations? In the business world, we’d have this wrapped up in a few weeks!”
Well, consider this: By taking this time and expending this energy, we are lowering our filters. We are slowing down and setting aside our business-as-usual routine, so we can honestly and intentionally listen to God, faithfully believing that God will answer. We are opening our minds and hearts to consider new ideas and different directions. Like Samuel, we are saying, “Speak, Lord, for your servants are listening.” It’s also a time to be like Eli, looking within, learning from our past, listening to God, identifying our weakness, naming our flaws, and opening ourselves to a new future. And it’s a time for all of us to be like Nathanael, to look within, to see and name our biases and prejudices, so we can lower our filters and answer God’s invitation to “come and see” where God is leading us, so we can claim God’s intended future this church.
Now later in the story, Jesus says to Nathanael, “Come and follow me…and you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” Brothers and Sisters, if this congregation will come and hear what God is saying and see what God would have you to do, and if you will follow wherever Jesus leads you, I promise you will see heaven open, and God’s angels will descend upon this church’s foundation, the Church’s one foundation, Jesus Christ your promised Savior and Lord.
Let us pray:

As you know all so well, O Lord, we live in a busy world, and we are bombarded by messages. And without realizing it, we have built our filters tall and strong, so much so that often, without realizing it, we put you on call waiting. Help us, Lord, to hear you calling us into the ministry of this church and our community. Empower us to follow you, that we might see the heavens open and see your angels at work. Move us, Lord, to come and see. Amen.
David A. Cagle
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