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How Many Christians Does It Take…?
B Epiph 2--1 Samuel 3:1-20


	The shuttle driver for the garage where I get my car serviced is one of those people that are hard to peg.  Indeterminately middle-aged and balding, he wears his wraparound shades at all times.  Or at least he did the day he took me to and from my home last week.  I was his only passenger at the time, and we fell into a conversation that I'm still thinking about.  This guy had lived in the San Francisco Bay Area for much of his youth, as I did, so we bonded over the things we missed--the weather, the extraordinary beauty, the cultural diversity and variety of fresh foods.  Then he told me that in the eighties, his parents had converted to Christianity and moved the family back to the Midwest, joining a church where he experienced people to be judgmental and intolerant--not least his newly Christian parents themselves.  Suddenly they seemed eager to legislate their narrow beliefs onto other people.  They stopped paying for his education at EMU because it is a secular university.  These days, he said, both he and his brother barely talk to them anymore because they seem to be living in this Christian echo chamber of self-righteousness and judgment towards other people.  "Whatever happened to love?" he asked me.  "That's what Christianity is supposed to be about: love."
	I asked him if he considered himself a Christian.  Yes he did.  And did he attend a church at all?  He'd been to a couple of his friends' churches, but they weren't really his thing.  He'd come to believe that what really mattered was whether he was right in his personal relationship with God.  I said that it seemed to me that part of living as a faithful Christian has to do with being in community, you know, where two are three are gathered as Jesus said.  If we leave the gathering to the most intolerant and judgmental, they will continue to give the religion a bad name.  But clearly the scars of his experience with the church were too great: he wanted nothing to do with institutional religion.
	That's what we're up against.  It's a growing trend out there.  The church is increasingly seen as irrelevant or downright destructive, and although evangelical fundamentalism has been the poster child for this perception, mainline churches, too, have played our role.  You don't have to hang around this environment very long to hear the horror stories about boring worship, bad or offensive sermons, and unwelcoming or intolerant congregations.  And I get that.  I really do.  I spent a number of years in my own early adulthood leveling the same charges against the church.  And I still relate to them.  Yet, ironically, my own journey has taken the opposite route, from church-hater to church leader, partly because I've become increasingly convinced that you cannot "do" Christianity all by yourself.  Ours is not an individualistic religion.  As flawed as communities of faith may be, they are still essential to the life of faith.
	Our reading from 1 Samuel today really illustrates this point.  This extraordinary passage offers us the moment when God calls Samuel into his future vocation as a religious leader for Israel and a tough-love, truth-telling prophet to King David and others.  But note that by himself, Samuel is confused, thinking that the voice calling him is that of his mentor, Eli.  It is in fact Eli who recognizes that God is speaking to the boy and who instructs him to listen and to repeat what God tells him.  Then, even though God's words promise harsh punishment for Eli's house because his sons have been corrupt, eating choice sacrificial meat, Eli listens prayerfully to Samuel's recounting of the message, and concludes, "It is the LORD; let him do what seems good to him."  
	Do you see how community mediates the Divine in this passage?  Without each other, Eli and Samuel would have missed God's message entirely.  Without the wisdom of his elder, Samuel would not have recognized and known how to respond to God's call.  And without the prophetic gift of his apprentice, Eli would not have had access to God's message.  That, right there--that's why we need the church.  That's why we need to build and support healthy spiritual communities.  Because discerning God's call cannot happen in isolation.  Because God speaks to us through each other, and through our shared perspectives and experiences, along life's journey.  Because each of us has a different piece of the puzzle, and only when we bring those pieces together can we even begin to make any sense of the picture.
	It is that togetherness, that trust in the aggregate of God's unique and partial revelation to each of us, that sustains us as we follow Christ.  And into that body of people, with our flawed but sincere desire to love as Christ loved us, we baptize Roseanne Blevins today.  May she always find welcome and kindness here, and may she in time take her place and add her voice to our mutual discernment of how God may be calling us forward.
	Amen.
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