Opening Ourselves to Hope: Listening for an Unexpected Voice
1 Samuel 3:1-10

Martin Luther King, Jr., didn’t set out to be a national civil rights leader.
He’d gone into pastoral ministry, in part, because his father and grandfather were pastors. He also imaged the possibility of life as a professor—maybe even as a college president.
But then as the young pastor of a church in Montgomery, Alabama, he found himself face to face with the courage of Rosa Parks. She refused to move to the back of the bus, and he agreed to move to the front of what would become a movement.
During a nonviolent boycott of buses, King’s speeches and sermons were inspirational. His leadership was visionary and constant.
One night, he came home late—bone tired and worried. Violence against the protesters was escalating, and the rhetoric from the white establishment was increasingly threatening.
The phone rang. An angry voice on the other end of the line said, “We’re gonna get you.”
King stood in his kitchen, frozen with fear. He tried to call his father for reassurance and advice, but Daddy King didn’t answer the phone.
Then, right there in his kitchen, it was as if a voice spoke to him: “Martin, you do what’s right. You stand up for justice. You be my drum major for righteousness. I’ll be with you.”
 
As he heard his name called, he knew what God wanted for him. The remainder of his life would be a response to that call. Because he listened to that unexpected voice, his life was forever changed—as would be the world.


Stories of calls that come from unexpected voices fill the Bible. We heard one of those stories in our scripture reading this morning.


The story is set at a time when God’s word was rarely heard and few visions were seen. People—even those in roles of religious leadership—looked out for themselves and ignored the needs of the most vulnerable. The times were as dark as the night that falls at the beginning of the story.

The boy Samuel is bedded down in the temple, where the ark of the covenant was kept. Meanwhile, the aging priest Eli is fast asleep in another room.
Samuel hears a voice calling his name. He gets up and goes to see what Eli wants. After all, who else would be calling him?

While early on in the story we learn that it’s God who’s calling Samuel, the boy doesn’t know that. Even Eli doesn’t understand what’s happening right away. When the boy comes to him a third time, the priest finally figures out what’s taking place. He tells Samuel to go back and listen to the unexpected voice of God.

We may not relate to the experiences of Samuel or Martin Luther King, Jr.—experiences in which we hear the voice of God. If that’s the case, we’re in good company.

Studies have shown that when most people describe their sense of call, they don’t point to a major disruption in their lives. Instead they speak of a slow, quiet awakening—perhaps to a life of service or to an injustice that needs to be addressed. Like Samuel, they often tell about a period of uncertainty regarding what they’re being called to do or be. Also like Samuel, they note that it often takes other people in their lives to help them understand God’s call.
 Have you had such people in your life? People who encouraged you to hear a calling that might direct your journey? To listen to an unexpected voice that might shape your life? To hear a message of hope that might change everything?

 I’ve been fortunate to have a number of those people in my life. Each one offered a message of hope in a different way.
The first one on my list is my mother. Her voice said to try my best, to take a risk, to treat everyone with respect, to test out beliefs for myself. But, most importantly, her voice encouraged me to explore all the possible options and to follow my heart.

John Parrish also is on that list. He was my faculty adviser in college, as well as the adviser for the student newspaper. His voice often bellowed out, calling me or another student into his office. Even when he was calling us on the carpet, he was helping us prepare for the larger world that awaited us. He taught us to work hard, to be responsible for our actions, and to stand up—I would add, hopefully—for what we believed in.

When I think about the call to kindness, I hear the voice of Stan Hastey, who invited me to join him on the staff of the Baptist Joint Committee in Washington, D.C. When I think about the call to integrity, I hear the voice of Gay Noyce, from whom I learned so much about parish ministry while at Yale Divinity School. When I think about the call to courage, I hear the voice of Speed Leas, a former colleague who has guided so many congregations through the rough waters of conflict.

Then when I arrived in Jamestown five years ago this week, a new voice entered my life.

“Hi. I’m Fred Clarke.”

He knew I needed to learn lots of new names, so he was generous enough to remind me of his each Sunday.

It wasn’t long before I came to count on the visits Fred made to my office. They were never very long, and there was rarely an agenda. He just dropped by to talk. He told me stories about Dottie and their children. About cross-country vacations and about skiing and sailing. About growing up in this congregation and about life in Jamestown.

He also listened. He wanted to know about my hope and dreams. And he encouraged me to follow both.

His voice became an important guide as I tried to learn how to be a pastor in this setting. And, in many ways, it continues to be a guide.

Some of you may know the man who mows the church’s lawn and shovels our walks when it snows. Fred is the one who connected us with Ronnie.

This fall Ronnie was talking with Tanya, our administrative assistant, about some additional gardening work we’d asked him to do at the church.

 “I think this work has come from the man upstairs,” Ron said, as he pointed up to the sky.

Not quite sure she understood, Tanya asked, “You mean God?”

“No,” Ronnie said. “Mr. Clarke!”

I know what Ronnie means. The voices that have helped us understand ourselves and our calling continue—even when the people to whom those voices belong are no longer with us.

Andrew Flewelling also understands this.
In 1968, Andrew’s family moved to Wellesley, Massachusetts. His father was white, and his mother was black.

The world was changing. But, as a child, Andrew’s experiences showed him that the attainability of the American dream conflicted with the reality that his black skin seemed to tell people that he was still a threat. He learned to step aside when passing white ladies on the sidewalk—even while on his way to the elite private schools he attended.

During those days, Andrew’s playground was the small stone church where his father was minister. He remembers riding his big wheel tricycle silently down the blue-carpeted center aisle and finding the perfect refuge for hide-and-go-seek under the altar cloth.
But it’s the cool silence of that stone church that he remembers most. It was there that he could escape the scrutiny and expectations of being a child of color and the son of a preacher.

In the silence of his father’s church, beneath the sun-illuminated stained glass, he could hear his own voice. It told him he was smart, and it helped him dream a life worth living. Outside the church, the deafening discord of society told him that he was inferior, someone to be feared.

As Andrew grew older, the noise of our civilization—television, movies, history, religion—began to dictate the way he thought he ought to live his life. Our cacophonous world not only drowned out his inner voice, but it also seemed to tell other people how they should feel about Andrew and those who looked like him.
Andrew was sorry that other people saw him as a monster. He wished they could tune out the world’s noise and hear his thoughts—the ones at his core—so they could realize how wrong they were about him. And maybe they’d also be freed to see themselves in a new light.

When Andrew was twenty-five, he found the strength to rediscover his inner voice. It happened at the bedside of his dying father.
In the soft quiet of their conversations, his father told Andrew to be his own man. He helped Andrew recognize the noise of the world so he could learn to stop listening to it. He encouraged his son to see his weaknesses and illuminate his strengths.

Thanks to his father, Andrew was able to hear the voice of his own spirit for the first time since he was a child. It spoke to him about what he valued and how he ought to live his life.

Andrew has come to believe in a silence that allows him to stop paying attention to the world around him and to start listening to his own heart. In the years since his father’s death, he tries daily to hear the silence amid the noise of career, children, war, recession, and success.
Most days he finds that silence as he walks with his daughters in the woods behind their home. He tells his girls about the grandfather they never knew and about the lessons his father gave him. He tells them how listening to his father’s voice saved his life. And he tells them that he believes there’s a voice inside each of us that needs to be heard.

Often the voices we need to hear come at unexpected times and in unexpected ways. But those unexpected voices—whether of God, of other people, or of our own soul—offer us hope for a future different than the one we may imagine. As we listen to those voices, may we open ourselves to the hope they offer. Amen.

Kathryn Palen


January 15, 2012

Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
�Andrew Flewelling, “A Grace of Silence,” as heard on The Bob Edwards Show, September 16, 2011.
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