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“Into the World”

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

1 Samuel 3:1-19

Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under Eli. The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.

 At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his room; the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 
Then the Lord called, ‘Samuel! Samuel!’ and he said, ‘Here I am!’ and ran to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, for you called me.’ But he said, ‘I did not call; lie down again.’ So he went and lay down. The Lord called again, ‘Samuel!’ Samuel got up and went to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, for you called me.’ 
But he said, ‘I did not call, my son; lie down again.’ Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. The Lord called Samuel again, a third time. And he got up and went to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, for you called me.’ Then Eli perceived that the Lord was calling the boy. Therefore Eli said to Samuel, ‘Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” ’ So Samuel went and lay down in his place.

 Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, ‘Samuel! Samuel!’ And Samuel said, ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’ Then the Lord said to Samuel, ‘See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle. On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. For I have told him that I am about to punish his house for ever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God, and he did not restrain them. Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering forever.’

 Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the Lord. Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli. But Eli called Samuel and said, ‘Samuel, my son.’ He said, ‘Here I am.’ Eli said, ‘What was it that he told you? Do not hide it from me. May God do so to you and more also, if you hide anything from me of all that he told you.’ So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing from him. Then he said, ‘It is the Lord; let him do what seems good to him.’

 As Samuel grew up, the Lord was with him and let none of his words fall to the ground.

Heading out into the world is a scary proposition.  We see this in those nature specials that record the first time little baby birds leave the nest.  They either leave of their own free will or they are nudged out by necessity by their parent.  And we hold our breath and watch as they fall in slow motion, waiting for them to open their wings and catch flight, or bounce clumsily as they hit the leaf covered ground.  Whether you are the baby bird or the parent bird, this is nerve racking.

Our lives are full of these transitions, these seasons, these milestones.  Leaving the safety of the known for the insecurity of the unknown.  The big one that comes to mind is leaving home to go to college, but there are others – moving from singleness to married, or from married to singleness, from job to job, or job to jobless, one home to another home, or home to homeless, fulltime work to retirement, from dependence to independence, or from independence to dependence, from life to death.  Each entails a profound change, a change in identity.  And there are a variety of emotions – perhaps hope, expectation, frustration, lack of safety, despair, anxiety, depression, fear.  And most of all there is the sense that we have lost the control we used to have.  We can’t manipulate the unknown.  
But we can try.  I was excited to head off to college.  But scared too.  I picked a school where I wouldn’t know a soul – who would be my friend?  What would my classes be like?  How would I cope 4 hours away from my home and my church and my family?  
So here is how I desperately tried to mitigate the unknown.  Over the summer I got my room and roommate assignment – a name and a number – that’s all they give you.  No idea what furniture would be in the room, the size of the room, what was I going to be able to bring with me?  What should I buy ahead of time?  My roommate was a volleyball player who was there weeks early for training so I cooked up a plan – friends of my family with a small plane would fly us down to the school, we would sneak on campus, meet up with my future roommate who would let us into the dorm so that I could see the room.  And we actually did this.
So I share that story to point out the lengths we go to, to make this flight into the unknown easier on ourselves.
A seminary professor of mine shared the story of his struggle to find his place in the world as an Asian American.  He described feeling always in between two worlds – and he had a specific word that he used to describe this feeling – Liminality.
 It is the perfect word to describe where we are in that season of life when we have left the known and we are heading for the unknown, and I think this works whether you are the one heading out, or you are the one watching someone leave. 
Liminality comes from the Latin word meaning “threshold.”  It describes being between two different existences.  So for example this term is used in anthropology to describe what happens in the middle of a ritual, like when a child becomes an adult.  
The term is used to refer to in-between situations where there is uncertainty regarding the continuity of what has been and what the future holds.   When we head out into the world, we stand on a threshold between who we have been and who we will be, and that is a place ripe with possibility.  That threshold place, rather than being a place of fear, is a place so often where God meets us.

When we encounter Samuel in the passage we read today he is asleep on a threshold.   Let me explain what I mean.  If you were to go back and read the beginning of this book, you would discover the story of Hannah, a woman of tremendous faith who desperately wanted a child.  She promised that if God would give her a child she would dedicate that child to the Lord.  And she has a son named Samuel and once he is weaned she takes him to the temple and leaves him there.  
Samuel was liminal, on a threshold. He was out of his mother’s care, out of the house, not quite an adult, not yet a prophet, the word of the Lord was rare and his future was unknown.  His is a story of what happens in the in between times – God meets us there.
I mentioned before that what is so challenging for many of us in these transitions, is the lack of control.  We view control as a good thing – it keeps our keel even – makes everything seem right in our worlds. 
In the book that the women’s Bible study is reading this Fall, Richard Stearns, who was the CEO of Lenox who became the CEO of World Vision, a major international Christian aid and relief organization, tells the story of growing up as the child of an alcoholic father.  He said that he would lay in bed as a ten year old boy listening to his parents argue in the kitchen.  He writes, “At ten, a child doesn’t understand these things.  But he feels them.  That night I felt unsafe, insecure, vulnerable, as if the floor beneath me was collapsing and I was starting to fall.  No one could catch me.  And that’s when I understood.  They can’t help me – not anymore.”  
And he says at that point he knew he had to be in charge of himself – he would have to find his way out of this situation.  So he began planning – he knew he would have to survive his childhood – be strong enough to survive the bankruptcy and eviction, and his parent’s separation.  
He says he remembers thinking, eight years – that’s how long I have to make it.  He made a plan – worked hard in school – got into Cornell  - graduated with a mountain of debt -  went on to get his MBA.  He was in control – self-reliance trumped everything else – especially God.  Surrendering his life, relinquishing control would be the hardest thing he would have to do.  
He writes, “For me, the decision to choose Christ was not a small one.  I knew what it meant.  In this kind of faith commitment, nothing is held back, no price is too high to pay, the farm is bet, and the deed is signed over.  If Christ is Lord, then nothing he asks us to do is optional.  His teachings become the operating systems of our lives. So central was this truth that every action, every decision, every aspect of my life would now have to be defined by Him.”
Sometimes we can’t hear God in our tightly controlled lives – but in those moments when we stand on the threshold, when our lives before us are a question mark, that is exactly where God meets us – in that liminal space.  “Here I am” was Samuel’s response to the unknown.  “Here I am” is our response to the unknown – in the unknown places we can discover calling because we can finally hear God and we know for a fact that we are not in control anymore.

And here is the challenge: After not hearing God’s voice for so long, will we recognize it?  Samuel hears someone calling him but mistakes the voice for Eli’s.  He cried out “Here I am” but to the wrong person.  
What I love about Samuel is his openness and his response.  He didn’t bury his head, hide from the voice, cover his ears – or throw back a question like so many of us would, “Who is there?”  Instead he says, Hineni, Here I am.  And that is our model of how to approach going out into the world – in the darkness of the unknown, on the thresholds of life, expect God to show up and be ready to say, “Hineni, here I am!” in response to God’s calling.  
This particular passage about Samuel is almost always preached as a story of God’s calling of each of us to do and be something unique and blessed in the world.  Discovering God’s calling and responding “Here I am” is part of finding our place out in the world.  

Amen.

