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Last week I drove a pregnant woman to doctor’s appointment. 

She is the mother in a family of six,  
soon to be seven with the new baby’s birth in June.  

A volunteer brought her to the church parking lot,  
and we hopped in my car for the drive to the clinic in Radford. 

She does not speak English. I do not speak Farsi, 
the language of her native Afghanistan. 

The Google translate app on the phone was no help for two reasons, 
Because I haven’t learned how to make it speak        

  and life in a refugee camp can result in illiteracy. 
So as we met we smiled a lot, gestured with our hands. 

A swoop, a point, and an enquiring look 
was enough to ask “How far along is the baby?” 

She responded with a splayed hand, for five months. 
Then we fell into silence for most of the drive. 

Here we were barreling down the road on a lovely spring day, 
what we could see, and little music from the CD player 

the only shared experience we had. 
 I could not even ask her if she liked the music. 

But there were the rolling hills, cows and horses grazing. 
More pointing, nods and smiles.  

At one point I tried to point out a magnificent hawk 
perched in a tree by the highway, 

but there was no way she could have seen it without 
my being able to give any context to my jabbing finger. 

I could not help but wonder at all the things this woman has seen 
that I have no knowledge of, and how she might be feeling 

in the midst of all kinds of new sights.  
Fortunately, a fluent translator  

was waiting at the doctor’s office, 
and a volunteer childbirth educator.  

They whisked the mom away, and an hour later  
handed her off to me with happy smiles and the news  

that everything with the baby is just fine. 
They shared goodbyes all around,  

and I could not help but wonder 
what the other moms and dads  

in the waiting room were seeing.  
Another mother here for a medical exam? 

Or, swathed as she was in a black sheath and head scarf, 
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a representative of death instead of life.  
I’m glad not to know, because lately I have learned 

that people can look at the same thing, and not see  
the same thing at all. 

Later as we arrived back at her apartment  
she did what everyone I’ve encountered  

from the Middle East has done,  
invite me warmly with gestures and smiles 

for food and drink and a chance to meet the family. 
Sadly, I was expected elsewhere, so I had to say no. 

I missed out on whatever I would have seen inside her door.  
 
All our scriptures today have something to do with seeing 

and not seeing at the same time. 
Our Old Testament story today is about  

looking and seeing as God’s sees, 
with the heart instead of just our eyes. 

In the Ephesians text we are urged to live as children of light, 
and to share the light of Christ  

on things we encounter that thrive on dark intentions. 
The gospel, had we read it, has Jesus healing a blind man, 

And the psalm is a vision of what life lived 
in the realm of God can look like when seen by a grateful heart:  

abundant, protected, and well aware 
of being accompanied by God forever. 

 
This sermon today is the last sermon  

in our series on the shifts congregations must to make  
to fit the new context of the 21st century. 

The Lectionary readings about how we see or fail to see,  
feel once again like a perfect match, 

like the rod and staff of the Holy Spirit,  
guiding us on right paths. 

 
Our first sermon in this series  

talked about the need to shift from being  
church members to being disciples of Jesus.  

The second about being a gathered community of disciples,  
helping and holding each other in faith.  

Making such shifts will mean letting go 
of some old and comfortable ways of seeing and being Church. 

Then last week Rick Ufford-Chase brought us the news 
that looking at the world through the eyes of privilege 

is going to leave the church of tomorrow blind.  
The faithful churches of tomorrow, say Rick, 

will be the ones that seek to partner  
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with what God is doing in the world, 
and God’s favorite place to work is on the margins, 

not in the middle and never at the top. 
 
Our story from Samuel, though, doesn’t seem to fit that pattern. 

It is a story from the top, as God sends Samuel  
to find a new king,  

For reasons that are never very clear,  
God has lost confidence in King Saul,  

and wants someone new to be Israel’s King.  
It is a dangerous assignment  

that requires subterfuge on Samuel’s part.  
Apparently, king-making can get you killed.  

So God tells Samuel to pretend he’s going  
to the hills near Jesse’s place to worship, 

and to look Jesse’s sons over meanwhile.  
The elders in the community are no fools.           
 He knows the political landscape is unstable 

and he’s frightened for his family.  
  There is a genuine sense of near violence. 

So he asks Samuel flat out as he approaches 
if he comes in peace.  

Samuel uses his cover story,  
and whether anyone believes it or not, everybody goes along.  

So the sons of Jesse are paraded past, 
probably beginning with the eldest, 

and each one looks better to Samuel than the next, 
capable, strong, and kingly—whatever that means. 

But it seems this is not a top down story after all, 
since God is there in Samuel’s head  

saying “no” to every candidate. 
“You are looking with your eyes,” says God, 

but I am looking on the heart.” 
The line-up of splendid sons runs out. 

Isn’t there anyone else?  
Well, yes, the youngest son, too unimportant  

to have called away from tending the sheep, there’s him, 
but he cannot be wanted, can he?  

He of course is David, the last and least,  
a shepherd boy, not a warrior king in anyone’s eyes. 

This youngest son is the one God chooses, 
so Samuel gets out his horn of oil,  

and anoints him as God’s own. 
 
We would do well to be reminded of  

the other reason why this is a story from the margins 
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rather than the top or the centers of power. 
Israel is a nothing state, a tiny collection of tribes 

who happen to be a fertile and geographically useful valley 
surrounded by empires that are going to rise and fall and sweep through  

just about whenever they please. 
But God does not choose the empires, no. 

God chooses tiny, vulnerable Israel as the place 
where the next chapters of God’s story will unfold. 

 
If we want to be part of God’s next chapter as a church, 

a church for the 21st century,  
then we’ll need to get comfortable on the sidelines, too. 

We been working there for a long time already. 
For a long time this congregation has been busy 

helping school underserved kids,  
house homeless men and families, 

feeding the hungry, aiding the shattered,  
getting medicine to the sick in programs here and down the road  

and across the ocean, caring for students, 
knitting clothes for babies,  

teaching people how to avoid 
 having the electric bill cut off again next month  

and the month after that, and working for justice 
in large and small ways as we can.  

These acts of faith are surely one of the reasons why  
our pews are still full and visitors still come through our doors 

in these times when people are looking for the church 
to be authentic and geared to experience, not yak. 

Our missions are good and needful things.  
That isn’t going to change, and shouldn’t. 

But the change in the context around the church today 
is inviting us to go about these things with new eyes, 

eyes that no longer look on outward appearances, 
but on the heart, our own hearts  

as well as the hearts of people God wants us to serve. 
The days of being little more than cultural Christians, 

as we’ve said now for three weeks, are over. 
To partner with God today, as Rick Ufford-Chase said 

means sharing our own hurts and burdens, 
so we’ll be able to do God’s work helping others. 

It means being a community  
where we are being shaped and formed ourselves, 

a place where sacred partners care for each other 
and are the real presence of Christ for each other. 

 
Gather with any group of people for any length of time today,  
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and you are going to get glimpses of hurt.  
Not one of us is free from real burdens,  

yet sadly church is often the last place  
where our hurt is revealed.  

Too often we walk around looking with our eyes 
but keeping our hearts locked away, 

and when we do there is no chance for healing or for change. 
“Let us live as children of light,” admonishes Ephesians, 
 urging us to give up the shadows where too often we hide.  
  There is an idea here that transparency  

is the way toward all that is good and right and true. 
There is also the sense that what God wants for us 
 is light-filled lives, that can stare down every form of darkness.  
 
Psalm 23 is a psalm about this God-filled life, 
 It has always been an irony to me  

that it is used so often for funerals. 
It is filled with images of wholeness and health, 
 of the safety that the presence of God with us can bring. 
Most people don’t know that that final lines of the psalm 
 are not just pleasant poetic images: 
  “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life 
   And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” 
The words are much more dynamic. 
 Goodness and mercy here are not attributes 

nice things to live to live by, not at all. 
According to Walter Brueggemann we should read them  

as capitalized: Goodness and Mercy are names for God. 
The word usually translated “follow” is not follow either.  
 In Hebrew it’s much closer to “pursue.” 
  Pursue is a lot more powerful than follow. 
   God is actively seeking you all the time. 
Goodness and Mercy—God’s own self—intends to continue 

this pursuit forever, bringing you into closer touch  
out of God’s sheer desire  

to shroud you in safety and love. 
 
All three of these texts, then, are invitations  

to very deep partnerships with God and other people 
that hold out newness for us and for the church, 

and all three of them also contain hints of risk.       
  For who among us trusts death or welcomes change? 

 
As I hope you know by now, this fall the church is offering us all 
 the chance to become part of a small group 

where we will read scripture, share our day to day lives 
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pray, and practice being as Christ for one another. 
That really is it. 
 They are not issue groups or topic groups. 
  The topic will be you and your life and me and mine 
   and whatever we happen to hear in scripture together 
    that frees, fills, challenges, soothes, bothers, puzzles, 

calls, lifts, irks, surprises, thrills, baffles, or convicts each one. 
All the groups will use the same scriptures and prayers. 
 All the groups will covenant to hold their conversations sacred, confidential. 

 No one is to talk outside the group about whatever might be shared. 
It is all voluntary, of course, and the point 
 is to prepare us as a people and as a church  

so that we can be a place of deep relationships and genuine partnership 
   with each other and God,  

simply because that is what the world needs most 
 for the church to be right now. 
 

My prayer is that the growth and depth of faith 
 that will result from these friendships in Christ 
  will be transforming for me and for those who choose to take part and  
   give us as a congregation the courage to be part  

of God’s next chapter in the New River Valley, 
 whatever that turns out to be. 

There are blue sheets in the bulletin for you to use 
 to indicate whether you think you’d like to be in a group, 
  and when, with space on the back for comments or questions. 

During the offering today we invite you  
  to put them in the offering plate as it comes by  

to help us plan to include you. 
 
Meanwhile, whatever you choose 

the God whose name is Goodness and Mercy 
has plans for us and for our neighbors. 

 God is now and always will be in pursuit of us, 
looking on our hearts and seeking to draw us  

ever more fully into lives that are filled with light. AMEN. 
 
 
 


