
Songs of Life: The Calling

A Song of Trust: Psalm 139:1-10

O Lord, you have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away. You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely. You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it. Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.

A Story of Trust: Samuel

It was a long time ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday. I was just a kid.


My mother, Hannah, was a wonderful woman. All she wanted in life was a child. She even told God that if she could have a child, she would dedicate that child to God’s use.


Well, I was that child. And that’s how I came to be living in the temple with Eli. He was a great old man and a faithful priest.


But his sons? Well, they were a totally different story. They were about as bad as they come. Sex, corruption. They even strong armed the people who came to the temple.


Maybe that’s part of the reason Eli was so kind to me. Maybe I helped fill the space where hope for his own sons had once been.


Whatever the reason, those were good days. I helped Eli with whatever I could around the temple. And he taught me about Yahweh and about our people—Jews, Hebrews, Israelites, whatever you want to call us.


Back then God didn’t speak too often. God might have spoken to our ancestors—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses. But not so much when I was a child.

 
It was late one night. I was in bed when I heard someone calling for me. I thought it was Eli—that he needed something.


When I got to his bed, he just squinted at me. So I asked, “I heard you calling. What do you want?”


Eli shook his head. “I didn’t call. Go on back to bed.”


Well, it happened two more times. Someone called my name. I went to Eli. He told me to go back to bed.


But the third time Eli added something else. “If the voice calls again, say, ‘Speak, God, I’m your servant and I’m ready to listen.”


Well, Eli must have figured out what was happening. Because the voice did call again. And when I responded as Eli had told me, God began to speak: “Samuel, listen carefully. I’m getting ready to do something in Israel that’s going to shake  everyone up and get their attention. It’s time for me to bring down on Eli’s family everything I’ve warned him of. He needs to know that time’s up. I’m bringing judgment on his family for good.”


I didn’t sleep much after that. How would I tell Eli? I got up early and began my chores. But Eli called for me. He asked me to tell him what God had said—and not to hold back anything.


Eli wasn’t mad at me, and he wasn’t upset with God. He just said, “Let God do whatever God thinks is best.”


 That was a turning point for me. Thanks to Eli, I learned to listen for how God might be calling me. I also learned to be open to whatever the future might hold, trusting that somehow God would always be working to bring about something that none of us could even imagine.


Some have said that my responding to God’s call brought about great changes for our people—our first kings, the coming together of our twelve tribes into a single nation, the birth of a whole line of prophets.


I don’t know about that. What I do know is that I’ve tried to make trusting God a way of life. It’s not always been easy, and I haven’t always succeeded. But I’ll always be grateful that so long ago, I said, “Speak, God, I’m your servant and I’m ready to listen.”
Homily

Several years ago I led a session for a group of clergy. The invitation was to talk about clergy burnout.

I think I surprised the participants when I suggested that reconnecting with their call to ministry might help prevent or reserve burnout. I asked then to divide into small groups and talk about their own sense of call.

But first I asked them to read an article written by one of my Alban Institute colleagues. Here’s a little of what John Janka wrote:


“Our calling is to believe in the revealed truth so deeply that we are fundamentally changed by it and compelled to invite others to live as though this truth is the only reality of consequence in their lives.


“We experience this calling so profoundly that we have no choice but to say ‘yes’ to it even when we feel inadequate to the task—even when doing so could jeopardize our security, our peace of mind, and our physical comfort.”


John seems to capture what the psalmist and Samuel must have felt. There was something so deep and profound about their experience of the divine that they couldn’t turn their backs on it. All they could do was respond to the divine call—and trust that God would fill in the blanks and provide what would be needed.


And my colleague’s words resonated with that group of clergy. They began to talk about their original sense of call and how honoring that call in intentional and ongoing ways might make a difference in their life. They also shared that no one had really asked them to reflect on or talk about their call since their ordination process. One participant even confessed that he felt uncomfortable talking about his call with his congregation because he feared they’d think he was crazy for hearing a voice calling him.


John seems to have anticipated this anxiety.  He writes that the act of claiming and be claimed by a call is to “experience and touch a spiritual dimension of reality that can never be adequately described or explained, not even to one’s closest friend.”


But this sense of calling comes with “a vision so persistent that we feel no alternative but to pursue it full force, convinced of its power to remake the human heart and create a new world. It is a vision we feel we must manifest in deeds of love and mercy, to call for justice and work for peace, to speak for those without a voice, to claim that the lost have been found. . . .”


And to honor this calling it to be “alternately blessed and stretched, affirmed and challenged. . . . It is to live with absolute certainty one moment and complete vulnerability the next. It is to identify oneself with the greatest of all hopes in the face of the greatest of all possible disillusionments.”


When we hear the psalmist’s song about his encounter with the divine or Samuel’s story about being called by God, we may think, “Oh, those kinds of things don’t happen with people like us.” We may even think the same thing in regard to clergy persons’ call to ministry. “It’s OK for them to claim that kind of call, but it doesn’t have anything to do with my life.”


The singer-songwriter Mary Chapin Carpenter would disagree. After performing for more than two decades, recording eleven solo albums, and writing hundreds of songs, she released The Calling.


Although she’d sold more than thirteen million recordings and won five Grammy, Carpenter came to terms with a lack of wide commercial success. As a result, she began to make her recordings more personal “by moving out of the career fast lane and slowing down to enjoy the passing vistas of everyday life.”


But this detour hasn’t caused Carpenter to doubt that she has a calling as a musician. In fact, she dedicates The Calling to her dad, noting that without him, she never would have been able to answer that calling.


In the title track of that recording, Carpenter writes:

Deep in your blood or a voice in your head
On a dark lonesome highway
It finds you instead
So certain it knows you, you can’t turn away
Something or someone has found you today

Genius or Jesus, maybe he’s seen us
But who would believe us
I can’t really say
Whatever the calling, the stumbling or falling
You follow it knowing
There’s no other way . . .

I don’t remember a voice
On a dark, lonesome road
When I started this journey so long ago
I was only just trying to outrun the noise
There was never a question of having a choice . . .

Whatever the calling, the stumbling and falling
I followed it knowing there’s no other way


This morning as we reflect on our experience, may we be open to the possibility of God’s call. May we have the courage to claim that call and to allow it to claim us. May we trust God as we attempt to follow that call. And may we have the faith to believe that there’s really no other way. Amen.
Invitation to Communion


Let me share a few more lines from Mary Chapin Carpenter’s song:

The lonely and lost are just waiting to hear
Any moment their purpose
Will be perfectly clear

And then life would mean more . . .
They’d hear the calling . . .
They’d follow it knowing
There’s nothing to fear . . .


As we prepare to share this meal, may we listen carefully, trusting that God will give us the call we most need to hear.


And just as God extends a call to each of us, God also extends an invitation to everyone to share in this meal. So please feel free to share in these gifts of grace and love. As you receive the bread and then the cup, please hold them until everyone is served so that we may share them together.


Kathryn Palen
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