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I love summer. Actually, I love my memory of what summers used to be like. As a child they were just long, warm lazy days with no agenda. Do what you want, when you want, which usually meant you complained about being bored half the time. That’s the marvelous thing about childhood. It’s a magical time when you’re still allowed to be a non-productive drain on society and not feel guilty about it. But while most of us spent our childhoods staring at cartoons over bowls of sugary breakfast cereal, some kids were more focused on things like reading all the books on the summer reading list, or composing symphonies, or even performing surgery.

The magazine The Week just had a blurb in it about 11 year old Moshe Kai Cavalin who just graduated from East Los Angeles Community College with an A+ average and a degree in Astrophysics. He was tutoring older teenagers in algebra at the age of 8.

Then there is Akrit Jaswal who made it on Oprah for being India’s youngest ever university student and physician, and makes Doogie Howser look like an unmotivated slacker. Akrit was performing operations when he was seven.

Perhaps the most famous child prodigy is Mozart. Mozart learned to play the piano at the age of four, composed his first pieces at five, and at eight, an age when most us probably couldn’t even name half a dozen musical instruments if asked, Mozart wrote his first symphony.

Scripture also has its examples of child prodigies. Jesus was only 12 when he awed the rabbis in the temple with his wisdom. That may be somewhat of an unfair comparison. Would we expect anything less from the Son of God? But there are others. David was but a lad when he fell the feared Philistine giant, Goliath, and anointed King of Israel. The prophet who found David and anointed him to be king was himself somewhat of a child prodigy, and it is our lesson for today.

Our reading from 1 Samuel 3 is the story of God’s call to the boy Samuel and his commissioning as a prophet to Israel. You might remember that Samuel’s birth was somewhat of a miracle. His mother, Hannah, was barren, unable to have children. In a time when having children - and having male children in particular - was seen as a source of hope for the future, women who could not bear children were seen as less than a useful commodity. It is interesting, though, how in Scripture God has a habit of taking such barren women to mother the change of course in history that God desires.

Unusual in that time, Elkanah, Hannah’s husband, loved her even the more. Which of course totally enraged Elkanah’s other wife, Peninnah, who bore Elkanah children. And so Hannah was always at the mercy and ridicule of Peninnah. Peninnah relentlessly taunted Hannah, to the point that one year when they went up to Shilo to give sacrifice, after everyone had eaten and drank and were well into their sleep, Hannah rose and, as Scripture says, presented herself to the Lord. She was horribly upset as she prayed and wept, and she bargained with God. She prayed that if God would grant her a male child, she would dedicate his life in service to God.

Now Eli the priest was sitting by the door of the temple and saw Hannah praying, although it didn’t look like she was praying, it looked like she was drunk. So Eli went over to her and berated her for her drunkenness. But she answered that she was not drunk and told the priest her woe. For it Eli told her to go in peace with the blessing that the God of Israel grant the petition she had made.

Sure enough, a year later she had Samuel and gave him over to the priest, Eli; “lent” to the Lord to be in God’s service. That’s how we get to our scripture today. Samuel, a mere lad, was ministering to the Lord under Eli.

The story tells us that God didn’t talk much in those days. That is: holy direction and vision were not widespread. You see this is about 200 years after the Israelites reached the promised land; only a handful of generations from the time when God regularly interacted with the Israelites. They were going through a drought of the Holy Presence, if you please.

One night when the boy Samuel was going to bed he heard his name being called. Assuming it was Eli, who was old and blind and to whom Samuel’s job was to attend to his needs, got up to see what the old priest needed. Eli didn’t know what the boy was talking about and sent him back to bed. Repeat the scene three times and Eli gets a hunch. He tells Samuel that when it happens again to say “speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Samuel does just that, and God reveals himself to him.

From thence Samuel grows into a wise and trusted prophet of Israel who actually is the one to find and anoint Israel’s first two Kings, Saul and David.

So was Samuel a child prodigy? Was he specially gifted in such a way that even as a youngster it was clear that he was destined to be a holy one who speaks for God? I don’t think so. I think Samuel was as normal as you and me. Blame his mother, if anything. She is the one that dedicated his life in service to God. She is the one, once Samuel was weaned, who took him to the priest to be in service to God. How would you feel if your mother promised you into the service of God even before you had a chance to choose?

Those must have been some pretty crazy times. I’m glad we don’t do anything like that anymore. Or do we? 
When you had children, or if you plan to have children, did you or will you have your child baptized? Have you listened carefully to what you promise as a parent when you baptize your child?

When Hannah bargained with God to have a male child she promised to place him in service to God as a Nazarite. A Nazarite was one in Israel’s history who promised to serve God for a lifetime. They took an oath and promised to live with a certain purity.

Listen to what we are asked to promise when we baptize our children: 
Will you nurture these children in Christ’s holy church, that by your teaching and example they may be guided to accept God’s grace for themselves, to profess their faith openly, and to lead a Christian life?

And as a congregation we chime in too with this promise: 
With God’s help we will proclaim the good news and live according to the example of Christ. We will surround these children with a community of love and forgiveness, that they may grow in their service to others. We will pray for them, that they may be true disciples who walk in the way that leads to life.

It really doesn’t sound vastly different to what happened with the child Samuel. Granted we don’t physically turn our children over to be raised by the church. But like Hannah and priest Eli, we together do dedicate and promise to raise our children in service to God and one another, that they might experience a lifetime of abundant grace through service.

Was Samuel a child prodigy? No. He was no different than you and me, each who has a place and a responsibility to participate in the movement of God on earth. We are all born to serve - to serve God’s greater purpose. The question is, are you prepared to hear God calling your name? 

Earlier I made the comment that it seems as though in Scripture God has a habit using women who can’t have children to mother the change of course in history that God desires. Not to over analogize, but often it seems that in our Scripture when we have a story of a barren woman, we also have a story of when God seems removed or when God’s desire for the world seems frustrated, or when God needs to take a different tack - to make a change, or when change is in the offering.

You have often heard from me and others that this post modern time we live in is different from any other, with new sets of challenges that leave us scratching our heads. Post-modern also seems to be a synonym for post-Christian, meaning we can’t count on the greater society knowing our faith, our ethics, our values, our story. And so the church has to act differently from what we, who have been around for a while, have come to expect; different from what it has been. We have to learn to speak to a world that doesn’t understand our language.

Change isn’t only happening around us, it is happening within us. In the last four years we have experienced seven different pastors come and go. It seems particularly ominous this year when with the Wesley Foundation we are seeing three full time pastors leave to be replaced by two pastors doing three half-time positions. People have been asking, “How are we going to get everything accomplished they way we have before?” The answer is “We’re not, especially given the current economic crisis that has affected almost every aspect of our lives.”
But that doesn’t mean we are without hope. If our faith teaches us anything, and in particular our Scriptures lesson today, it is that in such perceived barren times is when God becomes most active. This is not the time to fear that God has abandoned us, this is the time to fear that God will use us. And that is nothing to fear, unless of course you don’t want to be woken out of your sleep by God calling your name.

Friends, when one lives in the trust of God, one understands that the best is yet to be. We have be born and baptized to serve. Are you ready now to respond, as did Samuel, “Speak, Lord, your servant is listening?”
I pray it will be so in your life and in mine. Amen.
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