Sermon preached 15 January 2012 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Second Sunday after the Epiphany/Human Relations Day

“Seeing”


The call of Samuel tempts us to focus on hearing, really hearing --- or, as the Bible puts it, hearing the word of God.


However, seeing plays such a prominent role in the over-all message of today’s Bible readings, and in the celebration, tomorrow, of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday, that I’m centering on that.


Start with the old priest, Eli, whose sight had grown dim.

Go from there to Psalm 139, with its insistence there is no place to hide:   “Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.”   “You have searched me and known me.”


Listen to Paul hammer away at the church folks in Corinth:   “Don’t you know?”   “Don’t you know?”,  which is like saying, “Can’t you see?”


Finally, look at the use of “seeing” in the Gospel lesson:   “Come and see.”   “I saw you.”   “Truly I tell you, you will see….”


On top of all these examples, consider the significance of this Human Relations Sunday, and the national holiday honoring Dr. King that it relates to.


I believe I’m right in saying this is the first national holiday in America that is built not on pride, but on confession.   King’s whole public career was a criticism of our racism and, at the last, our empire-building.   We haven’t got this far with the Native American part of our story.   In fact, I don’t think we’ve got this far with the story of women in our history;   but with Martin Luther King, Jr., we are saying we SEE something more than virtue and victory and even sacrifice in our character and our development as a people


Old Eli couldn’t see well;   but he knew enough, and had gumption enough, to insist his young assistant level with him;   and when the words Samuel repeated were hard for him to take, he did.   “It is the Lord;   let him do what seems good to him.”


That is a powerful part of true religion, and I’m as devoted to learning that, and teaching that, as I am to preaching positively.


All my Bible training and life experience push me in that direction.   I believe being a fellowship that sees the truth about things around us in our culture is fundamental.    It wouldn’t take us two minutes to come up with a list of fakery and foolishness in our neighborhood or nation.   What’s more challenging is to go from there to taking responsibility for what I see.


Don’t leave it to the intellectuals, or the politicians, or the corporations or the government, or even the person in our family or our office or shop who likes to sound off and throw his or her weight around.


Get down on your knees and ask, “What can I do, Lord?”


Or, as the Gospel puts it in today’s lesson, “Come and see.”

Take it to the Lord in prayer.   Look at it squarely.   Honor yourself and your power, your influence;  and if the answer I get hurts, remember how often that happens in Scripture.


As soon as we say, “Jesus is Lord,” that kind of experience starts happening.   It’s like roll-call:  We sign up, and get assignments.   This faith- walk starts with a pledge, and moves;   it doesn’t stay seated or still.


We know “seeing” is just a metaphor.   The eye of faith uncovers all kinds of obvious truth.  From the way the government of our nation beats the drum for war generation after generation, to the way the corporate media make a sideshow out of presidential campaigns, we see the shallowness and destructiveness of our America.


At the same time, here’s Dr. King, thundering his call to social justice and his appeal to interracial unity, pushing us in the other direction.   His condemnation of militarism is alive and well;  and as people of faith in Jesus as the Christ, King’s presence inspires us to be creative in opposing the drift of government policy and media propaganda.


Seeing God, seeing ourselves, seeing the truth in our current events, is the sequel to the Good News of Christmas.   Shouldering the privilege of making a difference in our time and place is the Good News.


It scares us, as Samuel feared the message he heard against Eli’s sons.   It surprises us:   “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”   Isn’t God supposed to speak in Judea, home of the temple and center of worldly power for Israel?


Aha!  That is our question in a little church!   And again, scripture speaks:   “Don’t you know that you are not your own?   For you were bought with a price, therefore glorify God in your body,” Paul tells the Corinthians.   We have influence.   We are important!

And last, that haunting, enticing word from John, when Nathanael’s doubt is expressed.   “’Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’   Philip said to him, ‘Come and see.’”


What we have here is real, beautiful, needed.   We may see through a glass darkly --- but we SEE --- and people need to see ---- and our city needs to see --- and our nation needs to see.


God, help us see how to tell the truth, like Samuel;   to accept it, like Eli, even when it hurts;   to bring it to others, like Philip;  and to stick with the process as Jesus told his friends, so we can see some of its results in this new year. Amen.
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