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Whispers in the Night, a sermon in response to 1 Samuel 3:1-10, 19-20; 2 Corinthians 4:5-12; and Mark 2:23-
3:6, by Scot McCachren at the First Presbyterian Church of East Hampton, June 3, 2018. (Originally formatted to 
assist oral presentation, including irregular punctuation.) 
 
It’s always nice to be back here among you after being away – especially when I’m out of the pulpit for a couple 
of weeks in a row. As it turned out, we were actually, physically, out of town for only about four days – but those 
were the days of Memorial Day weekend, so we missed seeing the tons of people pulling into town for the big 
transition weekend out here – when East Hampton goes from Spring to full-on Summer over just a few days… 
When we arrived back in town late in the day that Monday – actually on Memorial Day – things were already in 
full-swing – and the familiar patterns of Summer… the traffic of course, and the full sidewalks and parking lots, 
but also the sense of excitement in the air, lots of people in “vacation mode” who are happy just to be here…  … 
all of these familiar patterns of Summer greeted us when we got home. +++ +++ And then, when I started 
working with todays scripture readings – I got that same sense of familiarity – that we are back with familiar 
rhythms after being away for a while. Ever since Christ the King Sunday (back in November), we’ve been 
moving from one “special season” to the next – Advent – several weeks of the Christmas season – then just a few 
weeks later, we embarked on Lent – followed by the seven Sundays of the Easter Season – Pentecost – Trinity 
Sunday… And now here we are, back in Ordinary Time – just in time for the Summer. +++ It’s a time of new 
possibilities for us – a time to listen – and to discern where God wants to take us next.  We can take some time to 
catch our breath, and for the next six months or so,+++ we have a chance to just stop – +++ and listen. – +++ 
To hear God calling us… and to let the Holy Spirit lead us where we are meant to be. 
 
And as we enter this time, what could be more familiar than to find Jesus feuding with the Pharisees? They are 
arguing about the law, as they often do. – The Pharisees are challenging Jesus for plucking grain for his disciples 
– and for healing a man – on the Sabbath. +++ And let’s be clear – Sabbath rules were serious business, the 
Pharisees weren’t just making it up – there’s lots of precedence in the OT for keeping the Sabbath holy – it even 
has its own Commandments. The problem is, the Pharisees don’t get the context. Sabbath laws were never 
intended as an excuse for the powerful to punish their enemies… On the contrary, they were intended to benefit 
humanity:: +++ to ensure we tend to our relationship with God – +++ to take care of each other – +++ to worship 
and to study. +++ The Sabbath is never a reason to simply let the hungry go hungry – or to stand by and watch 
people suffer. +++ And the Pharisee’s refusal to see that makes Jesus angry. … And so, right here in the second 
chapter of Mark – at the beginning of his ministry – Jesus takes authority over Sabbath law, saying:: “the Son of 
Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” And right there in front of the Pharisees – in their face – he heals the man with 
the withered hand. He’s daring them to do something about it. +++ And so they begin planning ways to destroy 
him. 
 
You know, I think the worst thing was that the Pharisees and Herodians don’t really even care about the Sabbath 
anyway – at least not as much as they care about finding a way to trap Jesus.  +++ They are so warm and snug 
with privilege in the temple – never threatened by hunger themselves, or exposure, or any of the other petty 
concerns common people face everyday. +++ What concern is it of theirs if weary travelers are hungry in the 
middle of a grainfield?  “We make the rules. The Sabbath is the Sabbath – no plucking food!” +++ What 
concern is it of theirs if the man has a withered hand – or if anyone is desperate for healing, for love, for 
understanding – even if someone has the power to give them what they need? It doesn’t matter. “We make the 
rules. The Sabbath is the Sabbath – no healing!” +++ +++ They’ve stopped thinking about the purpose of the 
law… Stopped wondering how they can best embody God’s love, as religious leaders… Stopped listening for 
the Lord to speak to them… And Jesus calls them on it. 
 
When I read this passage, I can’t help but think Jesus is challenging us as well. +++ If there’s one thing we’ve 
become very good at in our national conversation, it’s setting litmus tests for our adversaries – tests that don’t 
really even get at the heart of the problem – and then – from our position of privilege – we judge them for not 
living up to our rules… +++ One example that’s been in the news lately is the litmus test of standing for the 
National Anthem. It doesn’t matter what you think your reason is – the people in charge (the ones sitting up in the 
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luxury boxes) say there is an essential value to standing for that song – and so you must do it. Period. +++ And 
we do the same thing with the evolving rules of “political correctness,” punishing our adversaries for failing to 
use our own standard of acceptable language.  And in a thousand other ways – we make rules – we judge – we 
punish. +++ “We make the rules! The Sabbath is the Sabbath – no healing!” +++ When Christ grows angry at 
the hardness of the Pharisee’s hearts – maybe we are convicted too… Convicted for all the times we’ve used our 
positions of privilege to enforce our own worldly rules with more diligence than we model the love of Christ. 
+++ We are convicted when our rituals of nationalism blind our ability to see the suffering of our neighbors. We 
are convicted when our rules of immigration lead us to pull children from their parents’ arms at the border +++ 
+++ And Jesus asks us – “So, your rules say I can’t feed them? Your rules say I can’t heal them? Don’t you hear 
their cries? Your law – your constitution – your Bill of Rights – were intended to serve the powerless and 
equalize inequity!” +++ “The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath!”+++ +++ 
We CAN’T forget the purpose of the law… We CAN’T stop wondering how to best embody God’s love, as 
followers of Christ… We CAN’T stop listening for the Lord is telling us. 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
The problems that made Jesus so mad that day didn’t start with the religious leaders of his time. Our Old 
Testament reading is the call narrative of the Samuel, the first in a long line of great prophets in Israel. Samuel 
was born into a world that had stopped listening for the voice of God. +++ We are going to be exploring Samuel 
together for a number of weeks, so let me give you some background… As promised, the Israelites have taken the 
Promised Land. For many years now, they have been led by the Judges, people like Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, 
and Samson. But the time of the Judges has passed, yet the time of the Kings has not yet come. There is no moral 
leadership in Israel – in fact, the book of Judges ends with the sentence, “In those days there was no king in 
Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.” +++ Then a woman named Hannah, who had been 
unable to have any children, promised God that if only she could be blessed with a son, she would dedicate his 
life to serve the Lord – and turn him over to be raised in the temple. Soon afterwards, she had Samuel, and she 
kept her word. Samuel is raised by an elderly priest named Eli. Eli’s sons were also priests – but – like the 
Pharisees that followed generations later – they used their office for their own benefit instead of for the good of 
the people – in fact, 1 Samuel tells us, the priests “were scoundrels; they had no regard for the Lord or for the 
duties of the priests to the people.” Whenever people brought sacrifices to the temple (the temple was still a tent 
at that point – the Great Temple had not been built yet) – when people brought sacrifices, the priests would 
actually take the meat for themselves before it could be presented at the alter – and they also had sexual relations 
with women right there at the entrance to the tent, desecrating the temple. +++ This is the example Samuel was 
being raised on. He was still a boy at the time of our reading, and as far as he knew, this is just what it meant to 
be a priest:: to use the power of the office for your own gain and pleasure, and at all costs – to protect your own 
power. +++ Like the Religious Leaders that Christ faced a thousand years later, they’ve stopped thinking about 
the purpose of the law… Stopped wondering how they can best embody God’s love, as religious leaders… 
Stopped listening for the Lord to speak to them… +++ +++ That’s why, as our reading tells us, “the word of 
the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” +++ (You stop listening when you think you have 
all the answers you need.) +++ AND, it explains… how this dedicated young boy – training for the priesthood – 
could sleep,… night after night,… in the same tent with the Ark of the Covenant itself – +++ yet have no idea of 
the power of the Living God. +++ +++ +++ Samuel didn’t know to listen… And when you stop listening for 
God’s voice – how can you ever recognize it when it comes to you?– +++ That’s why Samuel thought Eli was 
calling him, when the Lord whispered his name in the night”” “Samuel! Samuel!”  
 
But once he understands… +++ Once he hears. +++ Samuel listens. +++ The voice of God, whispering in the 
night, cuts through all the garbage – and changes everything. +++ The scandals of the temple lose any grip they 
might have had on Samuel. The job duties… The ritual… The power… The rules… Nothing else matters – but 
the voice of God. +++ And Samuel grows into the great Prophet and Priest he is meant to be. +++ He becomes 
the voice of God for God’s people. +++  +++ It’s interesting – Samuel’s call begins with the statement that “the 
word of the Lord was rare in those days” – but afterwards, God’s word is heard once again,… more and more… 
NOW THAT THERE’S SOMEONE LISTENING. +++ There’s power in listening for the voice of God… 
power for prophecy… power for leadership… power for healing… power for justice. 
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+++++++ PAUSE ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
The Pharisees couldn’t understand that the Sabbath – indeed the entire law – was made for humankind – made for 
our good – for our protection. We were NOT created just so we could observe the Sabbath and follow the Law… 
They weren’t listening to the will of God – and thought they had all the answers. ++++ +++ The priests of the 
ancient temple thought they had all the answers, too. They had a good thing going – plenty of fresh meat – power. 
But they were a disgrace to the temple and were replaced. They weren’t listening to the will of God – and thought 
it was all about them. +++ But Christ shows us a new way – with his words and by his example. He taught us the 
way of love – of compassion – and justice. +++ And Samuel learned how to listen – he learned that God is at the 
center of everything – not himself. +++ +++ As Paul reminds us in today’s Epistle reading:: “For we do not 
proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for Jesus’ sake.” +++  
+++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
This morning, I invite you to slow down. Let’s find a new pattern as we move into the summer. Let’s take some 
time to catch our breath – some time to just stop – +++ and listen. – +++ To hear God calling us… +++ +++ 
Like the boy Samuel lying in the tent, the Holy Spirit is whispering to each of us – nudging us where the Lord 
wants us to go. +++ Listen through the noises of life. Listen, and you will hear. +++ Maybe in the night, when 
sleep has not yet fallen and your mind is alert to the silence all around. +++ Maybe when you take a walk in the 
morning, or putter in your gardens. +++ Maybe in those moments when you look up from your book or 
newspaper and find yourself gazing out the window, vaguely looking at the sky. +++ In those moments – what is 
God whispering to you? +++ We each have a role to play in God’s kingdom – we each have a job to do. +++ Who 
are you being called to serve? +++ What are you… being called to do? 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


