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    The Importance of Paying Attention 

      1 Samuel 3: 1-11   /    John 1: 43-51 

Rev. Ron Dunn             January 14, 2018 

Last week, we celebrated the arrival of the season of Epiphany and its emphasis on the 
revelation of God’s glory.  We followed the Magi on their “Star Trek” to Bethlehem where 
God’s glory was revealed to them in a baby born in a cattle stall.   

 I love the concept of epiphany—the idea that God’s glory and presence is there just waiting 
to be revealed, waiting to be noticed by those who have eyes to see and ears to hear.  But the 
problem that I often experience is that it doesn’t some that I am one of those people.  When I 
hear people talking about “hearing the voice of God” or “seeing the presence of God, I find 
myself a bit envious as I wonder why that has not been my experience of God.  Maybe it’s 
just me.  Maybe I’m just “epiphanally challenged,” but I suspect that I’m not alone.  In fact, I 
suspect that at least some of you can identify with these feelings. 

 If you can, I want you to take heart and hope in the fact that both of our scripture lessons 
this morning would suggest that sometimes, epiphanies are not nearly as obvious as some  
would like to suggest.  Sometimes, epiphanies are realized slowly, gradually and in some 
cases, only after the fact. 

Consider, if you will, the story of Samuel’s calling.  It begins with an editorial comment that 
we dare not overlook.  After informing us that the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under 
his mentor, Eli the priest, the writer offers this cryptic assessment: The word of the Lord was 
rare in those days; visions were not widespread.”   

This is the writer’s way of letting us know that this was a time of spiritual malaise;                                    
a time in which the ability of the people to hear and to see the presence of God was severely 
impaired.  Epiphanies were few and far between.  Not only that, but we are told that Eli’s 
vision had grown dim so that he could not see. 

The writer then proceeds to tell the story of Samuel’s calling to be a prophet—a story that 
some of us will readily recall from our early Sunday School days.  If so, you will remember 
that Samuel and Eli were doing Temple duty when, in the middle of the night, Samuel hears a 
voice calling to him: “Samuel, Samuel!”  Thinking it was Eli, Samuel went to the priest and 
said, “Here I am.”  Eli, however, had not called Samuel and told him to go back to bed.  This 
sequence happens a second time and then, a third before Eli perceived that perhaps, the 
voice that Samuel was hearing was the voice of God. 

So the old priest instructed the young boy to go back to bed and if he should happen to hear 
the voice yet again, to respond by saying:  “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  
When Samuel hears the voice for the fourth time, he responds as Eli has instructed and it is 
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then that Samuel experiences his calling to be God’s prophet to Israel:  “See, I am about to 
do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle.” 

And the rest, of course, is history—the unfolding story of Israel’s history in relationship with 
God.  For our purposes this morning, however, I would like to focus on the story not of what 
was to come, but the actual story of Samuel’s calling.  Please don’t miss the fact that the 
epiphany of Samuel’s calling was one that was slow in arriving.   Apparently, the word of the 
Lord was indeed “rare in those days” because it took four tries on God’s part before the 
message was received.    

I don’t know about you, but I find it somehow reassuring to realize that one of the great 
prophet’s in Israel’s history was essentially, a slow learner when it came to understanding 
God’s call.  It would seem that, he too, was epiphinally challenged.   Sometimes, you see, the 
word of God is slow to sink in. 

In our second lesson—this one from the Gospel of John—we come across another story of one 
who might be referred to as “epiphanally challenged.” This takes place in the first chapter of John’s 
Gospel—a chapter which features John’s somewhat unique account of the calling of the disciples.  
Unlike the accounts found elsewhere in the other Gospels, John’s account outlines what might be 
referred to as a “chain reaction” sequence that is ignited by the simple invitation to “come and 
see.”  Jesus invites the followers of John the Baptist to “come and see” where he is staying and they, 
in turn, choose to follow him.   

One of those who accepted the invitation of Jesus to follow was Phillip.  John tells us that as a 
part of this invitational chain reaction, Phillip found Nathaniel and told him that they had 
found, in Jesus of Nazareth, the one that Moses and the prophets had written about. 

But Nathaniel was hardly impressed.  In the midst of the building excitement Jesus and the 
possibility that he might, in fact, be the long awaited Messiah, Nathaniel insists upon 
throwing a large bucket of ice water upon any building enthusiasm.  “Can anything good 
come out of Nazareth?” he asked.  Now, we all know people like Nathaniel, right?  These are 
those who take great delight in popping the balloon of anyone else’s enthusiasm.  In their 
best “Eeyore” voice, they happily share their cynicism with others. 

“Nazareth?!  Can anything good come out of “Podunk?”  How is that even possible?” 

Phillip, however, was undeterred.  “Come and see,” he said. 

When Nathaniel then approaches Jesus, Jesus says of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in 
whom there is no deceit.” 

Nathaniel’s cynicism seems to lift a bit, but his skepticism is still evident:  “Where did you 
get to know me?  he asks. 

Jesus then replies, “I saw you under the fig tree before Phillip called you.”  
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At this point in the conversation, it is almost as if something snaps into place and Nathaniel is 
able to see Jesus with new eyes:  Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel! 

Jesus himself seems more than a little surprised by this enthusiastic change of attitude.  “Do you 
believe because I told you that I saw you under a fig tree?  You will see greater things than 
these.” 

What we have here is nothing less than an Epiphany.  Nathaniel was able to see the glory of 
God’s revelation in Jesus in a way that his earlier cynicism had prevented.  Suddenly, 
everything just seemed to click into focus.  Have you ever had an experience like that? 

Several years ago, there was quite a craze around the “Magic Eye” artwork.  You may recall 
that these colorful patterns contained within them a three dimensional object, one that 
wasn’t readily apparent, but one that could be seen if you were willing to stare into this 
pattern in such a way that you relaxed your vision and the image would suddenly snap into 
focus.  Take, for example, this colorful pattern.    Now, it would that it is simply a pattern and 
nothing more.  But, actually, if you are able to look at this pattern in the right way, you will 
notice a three dimensional shark! 

The Magi Eye artwork offers, I believe, a marvelous example of what the experience of 
epiphany can be like.  There are many times in life when we see things in a certain way and in 
a certain light, but somehow fail to see the image or the possibility that lies beneath the 
surface, just waiting to be noticed, just waiting to be discovered. 

But then, something happens and our vision clicks into a focus, enabling us to see and to 
understand what he hadn’t seen or understood before.  One moment, Samuel had no idea 
that God was calling to him.  The next moment, he could hear and understand.  One moment, 
Nathaniel was so caught up in his cynicism, that he could not possibly see the glory of God at 
work in Jesus.  The next moment, the scales fell off his eyes and he could see what he had 
missed altogether. 

That’s often the way it is with the matter of epiphanies.  They tend to evolve gradually 
until there is a moment in which everything snaps into place and there is clarity, 
understanding and ultimately, transformation.  You see, it is transformation that is 
often the end product of epiphany.  New insight and understanding lead, inevitably to 
a change in the way we think and act and live.  

In his book, “Stride Toward Freedom,” Martin Luther King describes the pivotal moment of 
an epiphany that led directly to his own transformation. 

“I was ready to give up. With my cup of coffee sitting untouched before me, I tried to 
think of a way to move out of the picture without appearing a coward. In this state of 
exhaustion, when my courage had all but gone, I decided to take my problem to God. 
With my head in my hands, I bowed over the kitchen table and prayed aloud. 
 
The words I spoke to God that midnight are still vivid in my memory. "I am here taking a 
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stand for what I believe is right. But now I am afraid. The people are looking to me for 
leadership, and if I stand before them without strength and courage, they too will falter.  I am 
at the end of my powers.  I have nothing left. I've come to the point where I can't face it alone. 
 
At that moment, I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced God 
before. It seemed as though I could hear the quiet assurance of an inner voice saying: 
"Stand up for justice, stand up for truth; and God will be at your side forever." Almost at 
once my fears began to go. My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.” 

 

It was the epiphany of Martin Luther King’s “vision in the kitchen” that changed not only 
Martin Luther King, but, through him, the movement that would become one of the most 
transformational movements of our time.  That is the way it is with many epiphany’s, they 
bring about the change needed to usher in the reign of God’s rule, the reign of 
righteousness and justice, the reign of mercy and grace and love. 

So I am wondering if you have had any good Epiphanies lately?   

If you haven’t, I hope that you won’t be discouraged because the truth is that Epiphanies are 
sometimes, hard to come by.  Sometimes, it seems that, “the word of the Lord is rare and that 
visions are not exactly widespread.”  But don’t let that discourage you.  The fact is that God’s 
Spirit is, nevertheless, still at work, providing  glimpses of God’s glory, mercy, grace and love 
if we but take the time to listen with new ears and to see with new eyes.  Sometimes, all that 
is required is a willingness to simply pay attention and a determination to notice what was 
there all along, just waiting to be revealed.  

 In her remarkable book, “Pilgrim at Tinker Creek,” Annie Dillard shares her insight 
concerning the importance of paying attention.   She writes of her experience watching at 
Mockingbird in flight.    

 “The mockingbird took a single step into the air and dropped. His wings were still 
folded against his sides as though he were singing from a limb and not falling, 
accelerating thirty-two feet per second, through empty air. Just a breath before he 
would have been dashed to the ground, he unfurled his wings with exact, deliberate 
care, revealing the broad bars of white, spread his elegant white-banded tail, and so 
floated onto the grass. I had just rounded a corner when his insouciant step caught 
my eye; there was no one else in sight. The fact of his free fall was like the old 
philosophical conundrum about the tree that falls in the forest. The answer must be, 
I think, that beauty and grace are performed whether or not we will or sense them. 
The least we can do is try to be there.” 

I believe that Annie Dillard is absolutely correct.  The least we can do when it comes to the 
epiphany’s that surround us to “try to be there.”  Amen 

 


