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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Don’t Monkey Around
I Samuel 3:1-10; John 1:43-51

By the time we arrived at my parents’ home for the holidays a couple of
weeks ago we were on the doorstep of the New Year so there were not as
many presents left to open, but plenty of time to talk which we enjoyed.  At
some point during most Christmases, the conversation will eventually turn to
past Christmases and things that we did or presents we received.  My mom
loves to tell my children that when I was little I would “order off” for most of my
Christmas gifts.  It is true.  While there were no computers then to shop
“online,” I was way ahead of my time in learning that I could find most of what
I wanted to give others in catalogs and could get it shipped to my doorstep
within a week or two.  Usually by the first week of December, I was finished
with my shopping and could enjoy the rest of the season.

While I discovered that shopping in this manner was relatively easy, it
was some time before I realized that my choices were not always the best.
One year I gave my mom a plastic pineapple centerpiece complete with a
flashlight bulb which lit up at the punch of a button.  After almost forty-five
years, it still works.  There was also the Christmas I gave my dad a decanter
modeled after some Roman statue, but enough said about that!  We all
laughed as my folks recounted the various quirky gifts I passed out over the
years–including the monkeys.

I had forgotten all about the monkeys.  Why I thought they were a fitting
Christmas gift, I will never know, but I “ordered off” for a set of three adorable
monkeys sitting side by side reminding everyone who saw them to “Hear no
evil,” “See no evil,” and “Speak no evil.”  Don’t you wish I had been a part of
your family?!  Oddly, no one seems to know what became of the monkeys!
They haven’t been seen in years.

I admit that I have a strange sense of gift-giving and you will find it just
as strange to know that I thought about those monkeys as I read the Old
Testament and Gospel lessons for today.  Both Samuel and Nathanael
seemed to have monkeys on their backs as they struggled to figure out how
God was trying to get their attention.  Maybe the monkeys have a message
for us today.



1Benjamin Mee, “We Bought a Zoo,” 20th Century Fox, 2011.

2

The monkeys I gave to my mom and dad sat side by side with ears,
eyes, and mouth covered against the evil of the world.  Who among us would
not want to be shielded from such evil?  Yet, it is clear that God wanted
neither Samuel nor Nathaniel to shut themselves off from the world of sound
and sight regardless of what it brought.

Samuel found himself in the temple at Shiloh, sleeping guard over the
Ark of the Covenant.  The text tells us that visions of God were rare at this
time in Israel, a dilemma highlighted by the fact that the eyes of Eli the priest
were weak.  He represents the lack of spiritual sight in Israel.  In fact, so
blurred was his spiritual vision that he could not even see the abuses of his
sons who were also priests at the temple.  There was a spiritual blindness
prevalent in Israel so God did not attempt to appear to Samuel; rather, God
spoke because Samuel could certainly hear.  Up to this point in the story God
had not uttered a word, but on that night God did speak and the first word
heard was Samuel’s name.  Instead of having his ears shut against the evil
in the world, Samuel had his ears opened to the voice of God.

Listening is an important skill.  The other night our family enjoyed dinner
and a movie together.  We saw the wonderful film, We Bought a Zoo, based
on a true story of a man and his two children who purchased a zoo in Devon,
England.  I highly recommend it.  In the movie version of the story, Dylan, the
fourteen year old boy whose father has just bought the zoo, is talking to Kelly,
the woman who is the zookeeper.  Kelly’s thirteen year-old niece likes this
young man, but they are not connecting.  Dylan admits, “I guess I can’t talk
to girls that well.”  Kelly replies, “It’s pretty easy, Dylan.  They’ll tell you
everything.”  Then she leans forward and says, “The secret to talking . . . is
listening.”1  Young men (and older men) – take heed!

Listening is highly important.  In my estimation, far too many people are
talking these days and far too few are listening.  As someone once said,
“There is a reason God gave us two ears and one mouth!”  Imagine how many
disagreements could be avoided, how many bruised feelings would never
occur, and how much understanding would take place if we would only listen
more.  Although he could not see well, the old priest Eli could hear and he
knew to advise Samuel to listen for God.  Samuel did listen and when God
called his name he answered.  Samuel became an influential and committed
priest to God’s people.
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What might you hear if you listen?  Right now you would hear the
sounds of the people around you–their breathing and sighing, their shifting in
the pews and sliding their feet along the floor.  You might hear a cough or a
sniffle or a stomach growl!  If you listen you will hear the live sounds of people
all around you.

In this room you hear scripture read and prayers offered.  You hear
concerns voiced and praises sung.  You hear music that will soar with your
spirit or weep with your broken heart.  All you have to do is listen.

Listen throughout the day and you will hear the sounds of the city, of
your neighborhood, of your home.  What will you hear?  What will you learn?
How will you respond?  Listen, not only to the words or sounds, but to the
tones, the inflections, the pitches, and the melodies.  Listen to the world and
when you listen, listen for God.  In the words of other people, in the
ruminations of your own heart, listen for God.

Samuel heard God calling him to minister to the people of Israel
because Eli and his sons had long stopped seeing God in their midst and they
certainly could no longer see the needs of the people.  God called Samuel to
listen and minister in his name to his people.

In contrast, Nathanael, a friend of Philip, had a hearing problem.  He
could not believe anything he heard.  Like Thomas who wanted to see the nail
prints in Jesus’ hands and the wounds on his side, Nathanael had to see
something before he would believe it.  He was sitting under a fig tree, possibly
studying or meditating, when Philip came to him with the news that he had
seen the Messiah.  Perhaps Nathanael was frustrated at having been
disturbed, but he was certainly ill-tempered and cynical when he responded
to hearing about this fellow named Jesus by saying, “Can anything good
come out of Nazareth?”  Philip knew that Nathanael would not simply take his
word for this good news, so he said, “Come and see.”  When they met, Jesus
told Nathanael he had had a premonition of him under the fig tree.  Such
information caught Nathanael’s attention and he accepted Jesus as the long-
sought Messiah.  Jesus would not let him off the hook that easily, however.
He said to his new disciple, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you
under the fig tree?  You will see greater things than these . . . Very truly, I tell
you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and
descending upon the Son of Man.”  If Nathanael had trouble believing what
he heard, Jesus would make certain that he saw all of the wonders God was
doing in the world.
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One of the anthems our choir sings incredibly well–I guess they sing all
of them incredibly well, don’t they?– but one of the anthems they sing for us
is John Rutter’s, “Look at the World.”  In part it says,  

Look at the world, everything all around us.
Look at the world and marvel every day. 
Look at the world: so many joys and wonders, 
So many miracles along our way.
Praise to thee, O Lord, for all creation. 
Give us thankful hearts that we may see 
All the gifts we share, and every blessing, 
All things come of thee.2

Because of his cynicism, Nathanael likely missed a great deal of wonder
in his life.  He was jaded and biased, but when he saw Jesus, when he
realized that he was looking at God in the flesh, his eyes were truly
opened–and so was his heart.  Nathanael did not have to worry about seeing
or not seeing evil because he learned to see the wonder of the world and
everyone around him through God’s eyes.  Imagine what we could see!

That last impish monkey that I gave to my parents was certainly wise:
“Speak no evil.”  How much better off we would all be if we could follow that
little monkey’s advice.  Sadly, however, insecurity, anger, bigotry,
misinformation, negativity, jealousy, fear, and pride among other things lead
us to speak evil in ways that are hurtful and destructive.

Campaign season always brings with it evil speech and I am not really
referring to outright lies and vicious attacks.  Evil speech is more often half-
truths and innuendo with just enough truth thrown in to make it believable but
with enough error to make it destructive.  The brother of half-truth is
negativity.  Negativity does not necessarily deal in lies, but it does often deny
the truth.  Negativity sucks the air out of a room, deflates an otherwise
buoyant moment, and crushes the spirit of all who have invested personally
in a particular experience.

I will never forget the time my first grade teacher called five of us boys
to the front of the class the first thing on a Monday morning.  On the Saturday
before, the entire class had enjoyed a birthday party of one of our classmates.
It was a wonderful time.  Not surprising, we created some of our own fun,
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playing hide and seek behind the long curtains of the community hall where
the party was held.  Nothing was broken or destroyed.  We were no doubt
loud, but laughter is not usually quiet.  As we all chatted happily about the
party on that Monday morning our teacher called several of us to the front and
berated us for our behavior at a party she did not even attend.  And she did
so in front of the Cafeteria Manager, who was a friend to us all.

What had been a happy start to the week suddenly became an
embarrassing tongue-lashing.  Where smiles had occupied the thirty or so
faces in that room, frowns and downcast eyes were all to be seen.  The
negative response of our teacher ruined for us what had been a very happy
day.

The monkey is right: speak no evil, but the antidote to a good bit of evil
in the world is the sharing of good news and, as Christians, we have the best
news in the world.  It is our privilege to play the role of Philip in telling other
people that we have seen the Christ.  It is our joy to be a Samuel and share
the good news God has whispered in our ears.  It is a good gift to be the
people of God and to have Good News to share with a world that most often
sees and hears very little good.

As Christians we are all called to minister to one another and to the
world.  We are invited to see and hear all of the good that God brings to our
lives.  It is far too wonderful a message to monkey around with.  Hear the
Good News!  See the Good News!  And Speak the Good News!  Amen.



January 15, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There are times, O God, when it seems as if your word is rare among
us.  There are days when, hard as we might try, we cannot catch a glimpse
of you at work.  There are moments when we feel as if you have gone
completely silent and left us all alone.  And then, like Samuel, we hear our
name whispered by the wind of your Spirit and discover that we are on holy
ground after all.  Glory be to you, O God, for you have not stopped speaking
even though we may not be listening.  Glory be to you, O God, for you have
not stopped acting though we may have ceased to look.  Glory be to you, O
God, for you are with us today!

Open our ears to hear you speaking words of hope to us.  Speak in
hospital rooms and nursing homes, in houses gloomy from long illness or
lonely from death or despair.  Speak encouragement in businesses beset by
turmoil and speak truth in places where lies have taken deep root.  Speak to
our city of days of prosperity and safety.  Speak to our nation of days of unity
and cooperation.  Speak to our world of peace and sufficiency for all people.
Speak to us, O God, for we are listening.

Reveal yourself to us, O God, for we are looking for our Savior.  Help us
to see you in the bright-eyed faces of children eager to learn and play.  Show
yourself to us in the tired but steady movements of the elderly who have much
to teach us.  Show yourself to us in the frightened eyes of war-weary soldiers
as well as in the hope-filled eyes of all who pray for an end to war.  Let us see
you in the violent streets of our cities and in the fragrant lanes of our
countryside.  Show us that you occupy our classrooms, our boardrooms, our
break rooms, and our living rooms.  Enable us to see you so that we might
follow you.  Reveal yourself to us for we are looking, O God.

Whether excited or nervous, lonely or surrounded with friends, hungry
or filled, tired or refreshed, young or older, sad or happy, afraid or elated,
confused or confident about our next steps, speak to us and allow us to see
you in our lives.  We listen and we look . . . and we trust in you, O God, our
hope, our salvation, our light.  Amen.


