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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
I was told I could repeat this as long as the one who told it to me remained in great anonymity. We were having staff lunch last Wednesday when one person on staff asked, “How many U of M students does it take to change a light bulb?” Just one, as they stand there holding the light bulb, the world revolves around them.

Whether it is true or not, you have to admit that it is a bit humorous. And what makes it humorous is that the statement leans toward the truth even though it may not be totally accurate. When our daughter, Heather, went to orientation here at U of M, it was almost like a boot camp for indoctrination. She jokes at how many times she and her group were told that they are they best of the best. That is why they are here at the University of Michigan. And it is a privilege to be here. You are part of the privileged. Why wouldn’t the world revolve around them?

Now don’t get me wrong. We are fortunate to live in a community with such a fine institution of higher education. It does rank among the best. Those who are able to attend or work there should feel a sense of pride and accomplishment. But it along with other individuals and institutions has its share of attitude that because they are who they are requires a certain deference if you are going to be in their presence. We all know those who think more highly of themselves than they should; who exude a sense of entitlement more because of their outside trappings than the quality of their character. And those kinds of people are never fun to be around. And it is always easier to see that in others than to see it in ourselves.

The book, 1 Samuel, is part of the lectionary for this time of year. And while I have not been using it exactly as the lectionary outlines it, as I was reading through it earlier, I found several themes that I thought might be good for us to consider.

Last week we heard about how Samuel came to be - literally, the story of his conception - his mother’s promise to place him in the service of God, and in that service how God called him to a greater ministry even while he was still a boy because he paused long enough to listen for the call of God on his life. A lesson for all of us is that no matter how young or how old, how skilled or unskilled, God has a call on your life. Will you pause long enough to listen to the way God is leading you? Especially in this time of transition in the world, in our community and even in our church, God needs (if I may be so bold to word it that way) God needs each of us to live out our lives in harmony with God’s creative purposes. Our need, whether we realize it yet or not, is the same, to live out our lives in harmony with God’s creative purposes. But it comes with a warning. It is easy to fool ourselves into thinking that we are working for the purposes of God when we really are working for our own purposes out of a sense of entitlement.

Remember that the setting for this story in 1 Samuel is the period of the Judges. Judges were local tribal leaders whom God raised up to meet specific crises facing the people of God. Israel had been settled in the land now some 200 years. They had entered the land with great expectations, glorious promises, and a bright future. What else could the future be but bright for a group of people who had been in slavery for nearly 500 years?

God had heard their cries as oppressed slaves and entered history to bring them freedom from the tyranny of Pharaoh. After escape from Egypt, God had met with them in the desert and made them his people. They had entered into covenant with God and promised to love and serve God in response to the gracious acts of deliverance. And God had promised them a land in which they could be the people of the one and living God, a place where they could be a light to world.

When they entered the land of Canaan, they built altars and sanctuaries in which to worship and began living as God’s people. But the years passed. They had settled into the land and become comfortable. The fervor with which they celebrated their deliverance faded as they struggled to create a new life in the land.

The priests continued to worship and maintain the sanctuaries throughout the land. They tried to keep the spiritual vitality alive. But the people could see little advantage in serving God. They became preoccupied with their own interests and their commitment to God grew dim. They encountered other religions in Canaan and were lured into the worship of other gods. They never totally abandoned the worship of the God who brought them out of Egypt. They simply added all the other gods to that worship.

Gradually they began to forget who they were as God’s people and what their mission was in the world. A few of the older people remembered how it had been and tried to keep the worship of God alive. But the newer generations, those who became further removed from the active remembrance of what God had done, began to abandon God for pursuit of their own pleasure and interests.

Consequently the Book of Judges ends with one of the most chilling verses in the Bible. As Eugene Peterson’s The Message puts it, “Everyone did what they felt like doing.” Israel disintegrated into total chaos.

The books of Samuel continue Israel’s history for us as we move from the time of Judges to a new form of governance with a king. And even as 1 Samuel begins with the birth and call of Samuel to be Israel’s prophet who anoints the first two kings of Israel, Saul and David, it also reminds us of all that had become wrong in Israel since the exodus.

And so in our Scripture lesson today we read about the sons of the lead priest, Eli. They became symbols of why God is doing a new thing with Israel. Being a priest in Israel was a family business so to speak. One was born into it. It wasn’t a sense of a call, or one set aside to serve the community in this way. It was a family affair handed down from one generation to the next. They were raised to perform the sacrifices offered to God. Their pay was to receive a portion of all that was offered, which was carefully outlined in the laws.

Our lesson tells us about their promiscuous ways. Earlier in the chapter we hear how they would take from the sacrifices more than what was due them. They bullied people from their position of authority and power out of their sense of entitlement.

It is an ominous lesson, especially for us who are in “professional” ministry. In no uncertain terms we hear that if one consciously misappropriates the authority of the priestly office, God has in store some pretty dire consequences. As we learned last week, because of the wickedness of his sons, all of Eli’s family would suffer the separation from God with no chance of being atoned.

Why? Because we have seen the damage done by those who put themselves out as representatives of God and then abuse that representation making God look like an ineffective, outdated old fool. We don’t have to look far even in our own time to find those in high public ministries who rant and rave about Christian family values, decrying the sinfulness of this generation only to be discovered participating in the very thing they rant against. Another lesson that popularity and wealth entitles us to nothing, and that “right belief” is not a license to do as we please, but a responsibility to do the right thing.

And before we start feeling too good about ourselves by comparing ourselves to the Jimmy Swaggarts, Jim Bakkers, and Ted Haggards of this world, any one of us, who dons the name “Christian,” has the awesome responsibility to represent the love of God we have come to know in Jesus Christ, not for personal gain or aggrandizement, but for humble, committed service to others. There is no entitlement to being Christian. Just the humble understanding that God is even willing to love me. When we come to worship, it is not with a smugness that we are worthy to walk into the inter sanctums of God and dwell in God’s presence, but with the thankful humility that God would even allow us to approach God’s holiness.

The danger in using this kind of language is that it might connote somehow that God is demeaning the very holiness of God by letting us approach. Just the opposite: God longs for this, desires our presence, wishes for this kind of community with us. But when we begin to think that somehow God owes us this, that we are entitled, then it is a sign that our faith system is severely flawed. A sense of entitlement is a sign of sin, not of special privilege.

This weekend we as a country are celebrating 233 years of independence. We are fond of singing “God Bless America” and proclaiming to God “My country tis of thee.” There are those who believe that the United States of America is specially blessed by God with a unique role to play. I happen to be one of those persons. Unfortunately it leads many to believe that the U.S., then, is entitled to an inappropriate share of the earths resources no matter what the cost; a right to undue influence in affairs around the world in order to keep our super power status and standard of living. And we confess freedom with the attitude that it allows us to do anything we want, whenever we want, just as did the Israelites at the close of Judges

Now I know, with those statements, I made many of you bristle right where you are sitting. It’s not my intention to do so. My purpose today is not to challenge U.S. policy or any one’s understanding of that policy, but to place before us again on this weekend we most honor as a nation, that if indeed we believe that God has blessed America, that God has a unique role for us as a country, then let’s be intentional about what that means even as we see how it was worked out in the history of Israel.

In many ways, the two sons of Eli who abused their positions with a sense of entitlement become a symbol for the way Israel lost its way. When one is so blessed as was Israel, as is the United States, as is each one of us, it is very easy to begin to believe that the world was created to revolve around us. Just the opposite is true. Israel was created to be a light to the nations. Time and again, Scripture relates that does not mean a world domination role, but a posture of servanthood. 
Christ: King of Kings, Lord of Lords, does not assume the throne and the trappings of ascension above others, but the lowliest of roles and the derision of others. When we don the name Christian the only entitlement is this: that we love the way Christ loved, serve the way Christ served, give up our need to prove our worth, and give up our worth to prove our need for the only thing that counts - the grace of God in Jesus Christ which is what makes the world revolve around you and all creation.

I pray that it will be so in your life and in mine. Amen.
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