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And Samuel said, 'speak for your servant is listening'








I Sam 3:10


One of the yearly rituals I enjoy is watching parents drop their children off at the opening of the Weekday School year with mixture of excitement and anxiety in their eyes.   For most families this is the first significant foray their child is making into the world outside home—and it is not always easy.    Some children are clinging and teary, others bounce off with eagerness, ready to take on the world.   It's not just the children, of course.  Some parents are clingy and tearful, apprehensive, fearful, while others push their children through the classroom door, with a giant smile "I'm free for the next 3 hours" and zip away quickly, before they see the reaction. 

We're looking at God's presence at the various seasons of life, and certainly sending your children off into the world is one of those milestones.  We don't recognize it with a religious ritual, as we do baptism or confirmation or marriage---but perhaps we should, because it is every bit as important a sacramental transition as those others.  

This is perhaps the first of a lifetime of experiences of letting go, releasing, relinquishing control—and though it is never easy, it is necessary.   It is the way of life.  

How we view this depends in large measure with what stage of life we are in.   One of my favorite musicals is Fiddler on the Roof, the story of Tevye, a Jewish man in a period of persecutions in early 20th c. Russia, who is trying to make sense of his world and the changes which seem to be invading. He reflects a bit on the difficulty of letting go of his children, in the song "Sunrise/Sunset," as he watches his daughter Zeitel marry Motel. (clip)  Tevye reflects with his wife
(Tevye)
Is this the little girl I carried? Is this the little boy at play?
(Golde)
I don't remember growing older When did they?
(Tevye)
When did she get to be a beauty? When did he grow to be so tall?
(Golde)
Wasn't it yesterday When they were small?
(Men)
Sunrise, sunset Sunrise, sunset
Swiftly flow the days
Seedlings turn overnight to sunflowers Blossoming even as we gaze
(Women)
Sunrise, sunset Sunrise, sunset
Swiftly fly the years
One season following another Laden with happiness and tears

Tevye, ruing the speedy passing of life, having to let go again, and wondering whether he can trust his precious daughter to this man Motel.


I'm leaving after church today to go to the 40th reunion of my graduation from seminary.  I know, I know, you're thinking to yourselves, "he can't possibly be THAT old,"  But alas it is true, 40 years!  (so unfortunately I'll miss the picnic—this was set before we had to reschedule).  But I've been hearing from classmates,  some already retired, some wondering, will they be able to let go of a vocation which has shaped them for so many years. 


But it all starts with that first major experience of letting go, as we release our children to that broader world of the classroom and the schoolyard.  Before long we will be releasing them not only to teachers, but to coaches and music directors and professors and employers and to another man or woman.   And our imagination can loom large as we consider the possibilities that are ahead,  the experiences we—can only dimly anticipate, the technological change they will see, the shrinking of the globe which is occurring at an ever accelerating pace.  

And yet, that sending into the world, that letting go, is also fraught with some anxieties.  (What were some of the concerns you had as you remember going through this milestone?)   Will they be kept safe?  Will they be exposed to ideas and values which we don't share?  Will they lose their innocence too soon?  Will I be able to protect them adequately? (we wish we could spare them some of the painful parts of life, but it can't always be so)

When our boys were about 5 and 7, they were taken under the wing of two brothers in our church family in New York who were each about 2 years older than ours.  It was great, because going to church was fun; they got to see Terry and Peter, and play football with them on the church lawn while waiting for their parents, and exploring the neighborhood,  who were the Clerk and Sunday School Superintendent.  And our kids looked up to these older guys—and they were a role model and they learned a lot of positive—but of course, they also learned a few other things, we wished they hadn't—a few choice words, for example—can you believe it, right at church?  


The great 20th c. Reformed theologian Karl Barth, said that as Christianity understands it, the real trauma of life is not death.   We know what awaits us as Christians.  Because Christ died and lives, so too shall we live.  Christ goes to prepare a place for us.  The real trauma is birth.  Think of it, that baby goes from the secure, warm, dark cushioning of the womb, where all needs are provided for, and emerges through the birth canal into the world, cold, vulnerable, unprotected, having to begin that lifelong process of taking care of themselves.  That's daunting, scary, traumatic.   


   We can't always protect our children from everything—so our task is to prepare, provide the tools to help our children—to help ourselves--- sort out the world that is in front of us.  It is sometimes said we give our children two things primarily—the one is roots, the other is wings.

And being the helicopter parent we've heard so much about in recent years---parents who hover over, and have a hard time letting go—parents who call their children at college at 8 a.m. to make sure they get up for class, parents who make the dinosaur diorama for their 4th grader while watches TV for fear he won't get a good enough grade on his own—being a helicopter parent isn't the preparation the Bible suggests.  


Our Scripture lesson today provides a perspective that is easy to forget, but so essential to our spiritual health.  It is the familiar story of the call of Samuel, the first of the great prophets.   Samuel lived at a time when religion in Israel was at a low ebb. His birth was a gift of God, in response to the fervent prayers of his mother Hannah, who had been childless for many years. She dedicated her son to the work of the Lord, and send him to be trained with the priest Eli, a devout man, but who had a couple of sons who were a mess and not destined to follow him in his calling.   Notice Hannah's trust here, in turning her young son over to Eli.  But notice as well, in letting go, she wasn't releasing him to the abyss, but had confidence as she relinquished control, she was turning him over to God's care.   The story reminds us that it often takes time to recognize God's voice.  The first time the Lord called, "Samuel, Samuel," the boy responded "here I am"—and ran to Eli, thinking it was the old priest who called.  It happened a second time "Samuel, Samuel" Here I am….and again ran to Eli.  The third time it happened, Eli recognized that it was God who was calling, and told Samuel, to listen carefully, because it was God who was calling.  


 Take note of that.  We sometimes need an Eli in our life to help us discern God's call.     Why are you devoting all that time to WATTS, you are asked.  Someone just said to me, " I think you have the gifts to do this," and before I knew it, it became my passion, like God was calling me.  Why are you a preacher?  You won't believe it, because I was reading Scripture and someone in the church came up and asked, you do that so beautifully, so meaningfully, have you ever considered becoming a minister?   And I just couldn't get it out of my head.  As some of you know, that's the way God's call came to me.  On my way to law school, set and yet unsettled, a faculty friend with whom I had had numerous conversations about the faith, raised a question, "have you ever considered the possibility God might be calling you to the minister?"  It never had, but once planted in my brain, I could not let it go—and you see what happened.    

Take note of something else.  There was a lot of letting go, before Samuel could be trained to listen to God's voice.  Hannah had to let go, and trust Samuel to Eli's care to bring out the best in him spiritually.   And then Eli had to let go from thinking it was his own voice Samuel needed to hear, so that Samuel could be trained to listen to God.   


Perhaps you have heard—or even used-- the phrase "let go and let God."    It was the favorite phrase of an early 20th c. Christian movement called the "Oxford movement" founded by a Lutheran minister named Frank Buchman.  The idea was picked up by Bill Wilson, founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, and is often associated with the AA community.  But it seems to me an idea central to Christianity itself, for the Christian life is a constant movement of dying to self, letting go of self, relinquishing control and the illusion we are in charge---so, and this is the challenging part for many of us, so we can "let God" be in control.   


This is the core principle which provides stability and hope in this lifelong process of "letting go."  It is the recognition that it is letting go—not to whatever forces are out there--but to God,  letting go to God not only our children as they enter the larger world, but letting go our education plans, our wedding plans, our career path, our retirement, even our death.   It is living with the confidence that our lives are not a step into the unknown, the void, the abyss, but into the care of the one who holds us in the palm of his hand.  This is why this training is so important—now, and cannot be postponed or treated haphazardly, fit in around everything else, if we are to be prepared to listen to God. 

 Sometimes letting go means relinquishing what is familiar to enter into the unknown—to enter into a new job, a new relationship, a new city, a new stage in life.  
Sometimes that means letting go of certain illusions---like we're going to have the perfect family or perfect marriage, so that we can deal with the one God is giving us; maybe giving up the fantasy we're going to have a major league career, so we can bear down on the reality of becoming an engineer; maybe giving up the drive to gain your moment of celebrity, your 15 minutes of fame,  so you make the most of where you are and  be God's servant constructively  where you actually live.  


The popular pastoral theologian Henri Nouwen had a lifelong fascination with the circus.  He marveled at the balance of renowned tightrope walker Philippe Petit.  He roared in laughter at the clowns, who he often saw as offering a metaphor of the spiritual life.  But he especially enjoyed the trapeze, with that delicate balance of risk and exhilaration.  He followed the career of a troupe known as the Flying Rodleighs and actually tried his hand at it, though of course, always fully tethered.    No one, the Rodleighs said, could fly through the air, without taking the risk of being willing to let go.  The same was true of us, Nouwen argued, if we are to be faithful Christians.   The faithful life requires us to let go of old securities, of comfortable resting points, of unadventurous safety. 


Like Samuel in the home of Eli, we are engaged in the task not just of protection, because try as we might we can't fully protect our children or ourselves from the inevitable bumps and bruises along the journey of life; we are engaged in the task of preparation, preparation to listen to the call of God in Scripture and through the community of believers—to listen, like Samuel did, for ourselves.  

In his fascination with the trapeze, Nouwen came to understand that the star was not the flyer—the figure who lets go and soars through the air and trusts—but the catcher whose hands are always there to receive and welcome home.   It was a new way of seeing the divine for him.   "I can only fly freely when I know there is a catcher to catch me," commented Nouwen in Angels over the Net, a film about his trapeze theology.  "If we are to take risks, to be free, in the air, in life, we have to know there's a catcher.  We have to know that when we come down from it all, we're going to be caught, we're going to be safe.  The great hero is the least visible.  Trust the catcher." 



Some of you know we have been through a difficult period in our family life, and several have asked us, did it cause us to doubt our faith.  Though it certainly stretched our faith, it wasn't doubt that emerged.  Rather it was a deeper sense of our need to let go, to let God, to have confidence in trustworthiness of God, especially when the journey out there is not clear, especially when the way ahead of us seems uncertain, especially when there are no guarantees of what the future holds, it is confidence in the trustworthiness of God that gives us the hope to carry on.  


It was, as it almost always is, a matter of learning to trust the catcher. 

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST
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