Epiphany II, 2012
I wonder why it is that we love the story of Samuel’s call.  Perhaps it’s because it is about a child.  Perhaps because it is about a child favoured by God.  We tell it to our children, or grandchildren,  so they understand that it is possible for God to be present to little children and to call them to a special task.  Perhaps it is because there is an amusing, almost comical,  dimension to this story, as Samuel three times mistakes the voice of God as that of Eli, someone who in the story is wise, but whom the Jewish reader knows is rather a flawed high priest.  
One of the strongest messages of this story, is that God is a mysterious God, who can be present to us or make a call upon our lives when we least expect it: as we go about our daily business, or even try to get off to sleep like Samuel.   We have no ability to conjure this God, and we recognize God’s power and prerogative to break into the human sphere unbidden.
What Samuel experienced in what we call a theophany: a disclosure of God in a surprising or unbidden way.  Other Old Testament theophanies are when Moses experienced the burning bush, or when he stood “before the face of God,”  in the holy of holies; or when Elijah knew God’s presence in the still, small voice.

We need to be aware that theophany, although a mysterious and wonderful experience, is of a different order from the Incarnation of Jesus that we have recently celebrated  at Christmas.  The Incarnation, too,  was also a “breaking in” of God into the created order, but in a way not mirrored anywhere else.  Here Jesus took human flesh and dwelled among his beloved creatures in order to show them how to live the life of generosity, by sacrificially giving of himself to bring about the salvation of the whole created order.  
Theophany and Incarnation are therefore two different forms of God’s disclosure.  The season of Epiphany leads us to a consideration of a third.  The Epiphany is the manifestation of the infant Christ, to the magi, and through them to the whole of the gentile world. 

Epiphany therefore is a good season within which to consider the boy Samuel’s call, and to think about those times when our God or faith has disturbed our dreams, or broken into our consciousness.  It’s a good time to ask ourselves why God bothered to do that:  why God bothered to encounter me.  To ask ourselves a further question: whether we now live in a way that remembers, values and lives out of that encounter.

Amen

The Reverend Dr. Cathy Thomson
15th January, 2012
