2nd Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


01/14/2018
Both our first reading from I Samuel and our Gospel reading from John focus on being called.  It is a common theme throughout the Scriptures, but we might miss its significance.  Both readings have God doing the seeking of us out and the calling of us by name.  That is an entirely different starting point than we are used to hearing.

Most often we are taught that we have to seek God…and we do.  The reason that we have to seek God is so that we can think that we have found God only to discover that we haven’t found God.  Our seeking God works for a time.  Then, it stops working.  When we are in that moment of disappointment, God has an opportunity to call us in such a way that we can hear our name being called by God.
Most of us know about God.  Many know some Biblical stories.  We have heard about and witnessed various sacraments.  If we received Catholic education we also received a general and probably biased understanding about the church and what God expects of us.  (I still recall, for example, being told in the 4th Grade that we were too old to use the name Jesus.  We should now use the name Christ.)  The longer we come to Mass the more we can get a smattering of information.  Some might also have lived (or live) in an environment in which God (as God is understood) is accepted and respected.

It is in such an environment that Samuel finds himself.  He lives in a place of worship.  He is raised by Eli, the priest of the temple.  Yet, even in this environment, Samuel only knows about God.  Our first reading tells us that ‘Samuel was not familiar with [God], because [God] had not revealed anything to him as yet.’  He is so inexperienced that he doesn’t recognize God calling him.  (That it was even possible!)  He automatically understands that it is Eli calling him.
Our first experience with God is most often not God but an image of God developed by others.  The image of God, for example, that was shared with me looked like a distant judge who had expectations of me that were at best challenging, and at worse impossible for me to fulfill.  This way of seeing God worked for me.  The expectations that I could fulfill helped me feel good about myself.  The expectations that I could not fulfill led me to feel guilty and unworthy, beat me down and disheartened me.  The image of God was not healthy but it was familiar and at least provided me with a set of rules by which I could live.

Then, at some point, this way of living stopped working.  It was around this time that somehow I noticed an invitation to come and see where God dwells.  (As are the disciples of John the Baptist in our Gospel story from John.)  Amazingly, that place was within me.  God wasn’t a distant tyrant who had expectations of me.  God lived with me without expectations!
We can’t make any of this happen.  It happens to us.  We can, however, see the effects of it happening.  We discover ourselves being kind, for example, not because it is God’s expectation of us, but because we are kind without thinking about needing to be kind.  The starting point originates with God and not us fulfilling an expectation of God.
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