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Two tree limbs “clacking” against each other early one afternoon attracted the attention of popular author Frederick Buechner who, after listening carefully, heard in that “clacking” what he considered a message from God.  The infamous Joan of Arc was forever hearing voices—voices that made her crazy, some said, and voices that gave her sanity, she argued—voices that she identified as the counsel of God.  A young Palestinian seminary student somewhere near Ramallah heard a voice that he confidently concluded was the voice of God, telling him to give his life as a suicide bomber to advance the cause of the people in his homeland.  Augustine, a terribly confused 4th century spiritual seeker, whose thought has shaped the theology of contemporary Christianity with an influence like few others, wrote concerning his conversion: “I heard the sing-song voice of a child in a nearby house (repeating) the chorus, ‘Take it and read, take it and read” . . . I stemmed my flood of tears and stood up, telling myself that this could only be God’s command to open my book of Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes should fall.” A young, enflamed evangelist in the United States, who had shot to death a doctor who was known for having performed abortions, explained to civil authorities that God had called him and anointed him to fire the deadly shots.
Now, I must ask you, who of these people, if any, heard the voice of God? What was the source of the other voices?  And, how do you know?  How can you tell a difference between the voices that betrays their sources?  
These questions set alongside the certitude of each of those varied confessions, the ambiguity surrounding the identity of the voices they heard, and both the individual and social consequences of the hearers’ obedience to those voices define the importance of our careful look at the scripture passage for this morning.
It was a difficult time in Israel.  The voices of prophecy had fallen silent.  People were longing for new leaders.  A need for authoritative guidance was palpable both in the nation and in its religion.  Indicative of the crisis of the moment was the disturbing phrase in the opening lines of the biblical narrative: The word of the Lord was rare in those days.
Within that context, a young man named Samuel had taken up residence in the temple to study under an elderly priest named Eli.  The images employed by the teller of this story signal the desperation of the situation. Eli’s eyesight was dim, he wrote, and the lamp of God was flickering as if in the final minutes of its burning.  Visions had become scarce.  People were no longer dreaming. By word and by image the truth was conveyed: the time was dark, the situation was one in which individuals and nations perish.
Young Samuel heard a voice in the night; someone was calling his name.  No sooner was he awakened from his sleep by the voice than the young man was on his feet rushing to the side of the elderly Eli, assuming that he had called.  But, Eli told Samuel that he had not summoned him and that he best go back to sleep.  Exactly the same thing happened again producing exactly the same outcome.  Eli had not called; once more Samuel should try to sleep.  When the voice called Samuel’s name a third time and he approached Eli again, the experienced old priest began to suspicion the possibility of a divine visitation.  “If you hear the voice again,” Eli counseled Samuel, “say, Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening and pay careful attention.” Sure enough, the voice in the night sounded once more, this time accompanied by a vision.  Samuel graciously responded with an invitation for a conversation and there began an ongoing dialogue between the youngster and God that eventually assured again the presence of a new medium for the voice of God in Israel. 
Though likely no more than about 12 years of age, the boy Samuel displayed wisdom beyond his years.  Personally, I am struck by the young man’s complete lack of arrogance and the honesty of his openness.  Though he had been sleeping right beside “the ark of God” in the holy temple, what some considered the most holy of all ancient relics in the nation, Samuel did not even entertain the thought that God might be addressing him.  Involved here is not the presence of a youthful naiveté but the absence of a spiritually destructive arrogance.  With reverent humility, Samuel made himself available as a servant of God. 
To be sure, we often hear the voice of God first through the voices of other people.  Eli well could have been a source of divine guidance for Samuel.  But, no; in this instance, a future leader of Israel was hearing what no one else in the land could hear and catching a vision that others could not, or would not, see.
But, how did Samuel know this was God?  For that matter, why did Eli even have a hunch that the sound heard by Samuel had a divine source?  As the writer already has told us, the word of the Lord was rare in those days.
Whether or not Samuel had seen the body of literature called the Pentateuch (the first five books in the Bible that most of us read), I don’t know.  The date of the writing of that material is open to a lot of speculation.  Had Samuel seen the Pentateuch, though, perhaps he would have been aware that other people also had heard the divine voice or seen a divine vision and initially not known either who was speaking or how to respond.  Take Moses for example.
On one occasion in the middle of the desert, Moses came upon a bush that was burning without being consumed.   Emanating from within that bush, Moses heard a voice calling him to help free the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt.  What was going on?  Moses needed to know.  So, the ancient sheep-herder asked who was speaking.  Maybe looking around a moment to be sure no one else was present—Who wants to be seen talking to a bush in the middle of a desert?—Moses reflected on the fact that the voice he had heard was self-identified as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” and then said, “If I come to the Israelites and tell them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me . . .’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say?”  Who is speaking to me; who is calling me?
For whatever reason, Samuel had wisdom enough to seek clarification regarding the identity of who was calling him.  And, that is the point, the major point, I want to make in this sermon.  
All of us hear voices and have dreams.  Right alongside a voice urging us to care for our souls and live are voices advising us to brush our teeth with a brand of toothpaste that will launch us into a loving relationship with a partner more wonderful than we ever could have imagined, voices filling our minds with images of owning a certain kind of car that will make us professionally successful, voices telling us that one candidate for public office is the one chosen to save our nation, and voices inspiring us to take up weapons against members of a religion that are a threat to our faith.  Are all of these voices products of the same authority?  To which one should we pay the most attention and why?
Yes, without question, the Bible tells us that God speaks to us through different media and that the voice of God requires obedience as well as attention.  Yes, the Bible warns us that people without a vision perish.  But, questions are in order.  Not any voice will do and, contrary to the rhythmical lyrics in Joseph and the Technicolor Dream Coat, not any dream will do.  Some dreams are destructive.  Some voices resonate with evil.  Some visions lure us into raw selfishness.   Discretion must be an essential component of our listening, visioning, and dreaming.  Frankly, in the absence of the discipline of discretion, terrible things often happen in the name of religion generally and under the guise of obedience to God specifically.
Any time that we hear a voice or receive a message through a vision, we best inquire, “Whom may I say is speaking?”  The question may not be grammatically correct—probably it would be framed more acceptably by asking, “who” rather than “whom” may I say is speaking—but the inquiry is theologically sound. 
All too often, people give their lives to voices and visions, claiming spiritual certainty for their commitment, without ever grappling seriously with the religious authority that set them on their journey.  Oh, it’s easy to see what happens.  Our response to a voice in the night or to a vision that dominates a day, without any examination, leads to a conclusion that this must be the voice of God or a vision from God.  Then, based upon that assumption, the people called, the people enlightened, point to that experience as validation for whatever they may think or desire.  Such people comfortably equate their personal egos, whims, and aspirations with expectations born of divinity.  Subsequently, the individuals re-create God in their own images and, rather than pursuing obedience to the divine will, they impose on God the nature of their own wills.  Make no mistake about it, this is how religion gets sick—deathly sick.
So, how do we exercise discretion in matters of religion?  Specifically, how do we go about deciding the real source of the voices that resonate in our heads and the visions that vie for our attention?  How can we be sure that God is behind what we say and do and not just the influence of our friends or the pushes and pulls of our culture or the naked ambition of our own selfishness?
Here are two or three suggestions.  
The first one I borrow from the great monastic Thomas Merton who, after a lifetime of seeking to understand and practice holiness, advised that people seeking to know the will of God should always ask, “What is best for the people around me?”  In other words, is that which I consider a divine calling focused on what is best for all people?  If not, I well may be hearing the powerful voice of my personal interests and mistaking it as the voice of God.
Second, I suggest that we raise and answer the question of whether or not obedience to a vision or voice that we consider divine brings us closer to the character of Jesus or moves us farther away from that exemplary character.
I am intrigued by the fact that most people identify the will of God with their own personal thoughts and opinions.  How is it that every conscientious individual holds his or her personal interpretation of the Bible to be the only correct interpretation of the Bible?  Most every one of us tends to see God through our individual biases.  Thus, we easily imagine God blessing what we bless, cursing what we curse, supporting the institutions that we support, and declaring as enemies people whom we don’t like.  This is precisely why sincere religion is often cited as the reason for manipulative power plays, brutal wars, business success built on vicious competition, the failures of those we don’t like, and so much more.  We seem to each have our own Jesus and worship a divinity that never challenges who we are, what we think, or how we behave.  
Both liberal theologians and evangelical theologians are guilty of identifying their respective social and political ideologies as the absolute will of God.  This is the reason that so few religious people ever change their minds about anything.  Have you noticed that?  Are you aware of how seldom deeply religious people change their minds about truth, the nature of relationships, beliefs, and the like?  When we find ourselves in a challenging situation—even if that is a church, perhaps especially if that is a church—we move; we change churches rather than consider a change in our opinions.  The situation is not unlike that in ancient Israel where corrections were as scarce as visions.  Even when God was speaking, most people were so fascinated with the sound of their own voices and the superiority of their own opinions that no one was listening. 
It is one thing for a dark-skinned man to stand in front of the Lincoln Memorial and, using the name of God, call a nation to the full realization of that part of its national vision that relates to freedom and justice for all people.  But, it is quite another thing, for another dark-skinned man to sit in a desert and claim divine sanction for his development of strategies to terrorize the world and to destroy any nation filled with people whom he personally considers infidels.
Not any dream will do.  Not every voice is of divine origin.  Please test all sources of religious instruction and calls for obedience.
The power of cultural influence is immense.  Political ambitions subtly take on an aura of religious convictions.  The ease with which nationalism can be elevated to the realm of spiritual absolutism is frightening.  A society fixated on success can shape us in its mold with little resistance.  Personal drives can easily feel like spiritual impulses.  Discretion is an essential spiritual discipline lest we spend our lives talking to some Eli or pursuing our self-shaped mission mistakenly assuming that we are talking with God and pursuing the divine will when in reality we are responding to the manipulation of other people or simply chasing our self-interests with a passion that belongs only to matters related to God.  
Once certain that the sound of the voice he heard came from the God he loved, Samuel became the prophet that turned the nation of Israel around for the better and turned on again the lights of wisdom.  People respected Samuel as a medium of the divine voice because his authority had been established through a transparency and credibility consistent with the reality of the revealed character of God.
In this season of Epiphany, I cannot stress enough the importance of our openness to new truth.  I commend to you visions, dreams, and voices.  But, at the same time, I urge you to practice discretion related to what is seen and heard. 
Eli’s advice to Samuel is my counsel to you and advice I take for myself.  If God calls, by all means, listen, listen, listen.  If in such an experience, we simply must speak, let us say no more than “Speak, God, I, your servant, am listening.”  Then, stilling within us every impulse to try to change God, let us make ourselves vulnerable to being changed by God.  The consequences of such a response can alter for the better an individual, a church, and even a nation.    
Throughout Epiphany and for the rest of our lives, we will do well to respond to every voice, vision, or dream that summons us with, “Whom, or who, may I say is speaking?”  Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, sometimes the volume and proliferation of noises in our lives are so overwhelming that we cannot even hear the voice of our own consciences or the sighs of other people much less a voice from beyond.  Though none of us desires the pain of severe loneliness, most all of us long for periods of solitude and a stretch of silence that allows us to think, to pray, to meditate, and to listen carefully to the rhythms of our lives that may have something important to tell us about our lives.
If not within our world, dear God, then, at least within our lives, work with us in the creation of quiet places that we may hear new truths and, where the noises of life impinge upon those places, work with us to intensify our capacity for hearing that we may not be left void of the voice that calls us home and tells us how much we are loved.  Amen.
 
