Call Waiting

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

My parents were married in 1953, and it was a different world back then.  My dad served in World War II, and when he returned home he went to college and law school, and then served a brief period in the Korean War.  But after that he met my mom, and they dated, got engaged, and were married.  And then they moved into their first home.  It was a tiny little cracker-box house that was built right after World War II, but my mother remembers it fondly.  She’ll even tell the story of having to mop constantly while running her leaky second-hand dishwasher, and she tells it as if it were a great adventure.  And I guess it was an adventure.  She was making a home, and it was their first house together, and it was the home into which my oldest sibling was born.
But there was another interesting feature of this house.  The house had a shared telephone line with the house next door.  That’s called a party-line.  My mother says that whenever she needed to use the telephone, she had to pick up the receiver to see if their next door neighbor was already talking on the line.  If they were, and if her call wasn’t an emergency or an urgent call, then she would hang-up and wait a few minutes and try again.  If it was an emergency or if there was some urgency in placing the call, then she would pick up the receiver, explain the situation, and generally the neighbor would quickly put their call to an end, so my mom could place her call.
My, how telephones changed by the time I was a kid.  My parents only lived in that small house a couple of years.  Then they were on to another house, and then another one after that.  And that’s the home in which I spent most of my childhood, and that’s the house in which my mom still lives.  And I can remember when we had two telephone lines in that house.  When my sisters became teenagers, they spent so much time on the phone that my Dad had another line put in up stairs.
And I can remember when we first got call-waiting.  You know what that is.  You’re talking on the phone, but then you hear a clicking noise.  That means that somebody else is trying to call you.  So you click the hang-up button which moves you over to the in-coming call.  And the person you were talking to is now on call waiting.  They have to wait while you talk to the second caller.  By the time I was a teenager, telephones had come a long way since my mom and dad’s party-line.
But you know where I’m going with this.  That’s nothing compared to what you can do with a telephone today.  Today you can text, email or tweet with your cell phone.  And now with Skype, you can have a face to face video conversation using your computer.  We’ve come a 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.  It didn’t matter to my mom and dad that they had a party-line, because they didn’t get that many calls in a day.  Today most of us have our cell phones with us 24/7.  And we’re receiving constant emails and text messages, or Face Book messages or tweets.
I received over 100 emails last month, and I thought that was a lot, until I mentioned this to member of our church, who told me he gets over 100 emails a day in his business.  Most parents have gone to an unlimited texting plan for their teenager’s cell phone, because their children are constantly sending and receiving messages.  
Today, we are bombarded by calls and messages, so now we have to filter them.  There is literally no way to listen to every single call and message we receive in our world today.  So we decide what we will listen to and what we will ignore.  Our computers literally have filters that suppress junk email and spam.  Our computers make the filtering decision for us.
And thank goodness for the mute button on television sets.  Have you noticed how the volume gets louder during the commercial advertisements?  That’s another call or message we receive today, and I’m glad my mute button allows me to filter it.  Magazines, billboards, even movie theaters bombard us with advertizing messages.  My wife went to a movie theater the other day, and she swears she sat through 30 minutes of advertisements before the movie started.  I guess we need to get to the movie late, so we can filter the unwanted advertisements.
Now days you drive down the road and advertisers literally spin their message.  You’ve seen them.  They have their message printed on a sign that they spin to try to get you to look at it.  And why do they do this?  Why are advertisers now going to so much trouble?  Because advertisers know that we have built our filters so strong, that they now have to pay somebody to spin their message sign to get us to look at it.
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 that it’s Eli the Priest who is calling him.  “Here I am!”  Samuel says to Eli.  But Eli also mistakenly filters the message.  “Go back to bed and quit bothering me,” says Eli.  Perhaps he thought Samuel had dreamed.
Now earlier in the story we’re told that direct messages from God were rare in those days, so perhaps 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 next time he hears the voice, and Samuel follows Eli’s advice.  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.  The message of God is bad news for Eli.  Interestingly enough, Eli himself had already heard this message.  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 had warned Eli that his sons were not fit to be priests, but Eli filtered the message.  Eli didn’t want to hear bad news about his sons, and he ignored the message.  That’s 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.  Eli lowers his filter, and this time he listens.

In our second scripture reading, Jesus calls Philip, saying, “Follow me.”  And Philip does, and as a result of lowering his filter and following Jesus, he comes to recognize Jesus as the promised savior.  And 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 this message.  “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  But Philip challenges him, “Come and see!  Come and see!”
So my question for you this morning is:  In what way or to what ministry is God calling you?  And are you listening, or do you have God on Call Waiting?  Well, at least you are here this morning.  God has called you to worship and praise God, and you have answered that call.  But has God called you to join a Sunday School class or Bible study - to grow in your faith and understanding?  Or are you called to get involved with our Interfaith Hospitality Network ministry?  If so, see me after this service.  Or maybe God’s calling you to join our Clothes Closet ministry or to volunteer at the Kingsport Community Ministry Center, or the serve meals at the Salvation Army or to deliver meals with our Back Pack Program.  Or maybe there is some ministry in our community to which God is calling you.
And my challenge for you this morning is to consider this: What are the filters that you have built up in your life that keep you from answering God’s call?  A few weeks ago at our Wednesday night church supper, Russ Pearson, our Christian Educator, made a plea for members to answer the call to be Sunday School teachers or Youth Group Adult Advisers.  Russ can’t get enough members to answer the call.  Yesterday, I had a phone call from a member of our church who lines up the volunteers who host our homeless families through Interfaith Hospitality Network – she couldn’t get enough members to answer the call.

In the church there is an old saying, “Twenty percent of the members do eighty percent of the work of ministry.”  What are the filters that are used by eighty percent of our members?

Jesus promised 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.”  Do you believe that?  Do you really believe that members of our church who are involved in Christ’s ministry in and through our church see heaven opened and see angel ascending and descending.  Well, why don’t you “Come and see….Come and see.”
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Let us pray:

As you know all too 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 the ministry of 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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