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I know this guy who works Monday through Friday, generally nine to five.  But, if there’s a problem with equipment on a job site, he’ll get called to work over a weekend, and the summons might come at midnight or at three in the morning.  His job requires him to be ready to respond to a summons whenever he’s needed, daytime, nighttime, weekends.  He’s on call 24/7.


Well, guess what – so are we; all Christians are on call 24/7.  When Jesus came walking along the shore of our life and said “Come, follow me,” and we accepted the invitation, we signed on for a job which offers no “off duty” time.  When the summons may come, where it may come, how it may come, what exactly we’ll be asked to do and to whom we’ll be asked to go:  we can’t predict it.  But any one of us at any time may be summoned to carry a message, to bring a blessing, to sort of lay our hands on someone’s head, through our hands to let flow the touch of the Holy.


Thing is, sometimes, like Ananias, we won’t be exactly thrilled by the summons.  Far from being thrilled, Ananias was frightened, afraid to go any where near Saul of Tarsus.  Well, of course Ananias was scared.  Saul was known far and wide as a man who hated “those people,” people like Ananias.


Saul of Tarsus hated Christians with all the fervor of so-called righteous hatred.  He considered Christianity an abomination, an affront to God.  He bashed Christians, stood by while Stephen was stoned to death.  Yet Ananias, a Christian, went and laid his hands on Saul’s head.  He was remarkably courageous, wasn’t he?

You know, over the last 2000 years Ananias has become famous for what he did in the life of Saul, who became Paul.  But back then Ananias wasn’t famous, wasn’t one of the big guys in the Jesus movement, wasn’t one of the famous apostles.  He was just a little guy, just a plain, ordinary Christian like you and me.  Wouldn’t you think that, for a task huge as this, God would have sent somebody huge in the Christian community, somebody like Simon Peter?  But God summoned a plain, ordinary Christian like you and me.


Did Ananias feel horribly inadequate?  Probably.  Was he scared?  Of course, and sometimes, when we’re summoned, we’re scared, too.  Usually for us it’s not a matter of physical danger, although, if you’re summoned to engage someone who you know hates you, there may indeed be physical threat.  But usually our fear has more to do with social consequences.  To proclaim the gospel, to stand with the oppressed and despised, certainly that can have dire consequences in our relationships with friends, family, and might even threaten our position at work, on which we depend for our livelihood.
But, really, most of the time, what we feel when we’re summoned isn’t fear, because most of the time what we’re summoned to do isn’t all that much of a big deal.  Now, it may indeed be a big deal in the life of the person to whom we are sent; what we say or do may have a huge impact on someone’s life.  But, to us, it seems just a little thing, not scary.  Our reluctance to respond to a summons, usually it has to do with timing.  It comes oh so often at “the wrong time,” when we’re extraordinarily busy or when we’ve got trouble in our own lives or when we’re bone tired.  It comes right when we’re wanting to be “off duty” as a Christian, at least for a little while.  Being on call 24/7 as a Christian:  it isn’t easy, is it?

Like last Wednesday afternoon:  I was in an airplane on the way home from Washington, D.C.  Kenny and I and 250 other clergy from all over the United States had gathered there to participate in an event sponsored by the Human Rights Campaign.  Thanks to the generosity of George Page, whose frequent flyer mileage provided my airline ticket, I was able to attend.  Someone else did the same thing for Kenny, and we are both enormously grateful.  And, by the way, Kenny and I stayed with Deb and Mary, who send their greetings to you.


Anyway, the group of clergy was diverse – Christian, Jewish, Muslin – and even among us Christians, there was wide diversity, liberal progressives, conservative evangelicals, some from the Pentecostal tradition.  But as to the issues which had summoned us there, we were as one, equally committed and passionate brothers and sisters.  And, as one of the event leaders put it, all of us were there to “agitate,” to stir things up, to lobby for legislation about hate crimes and job discrimination.  We were there to be a new voice, with a message different from that of the loud powerful voice which claims to represent all religious people.  We wanted our senators and congressional representatives to hear a new voice, a different message, and so, on Tuesday we visited their offices, and we held a press conference in front of the capitol.

It was an intense day, spiritually stimulating but also tiring.  So, by the time I boarded that airplane Wednesday, I was bushed, so to speak.  I had responded to my summons, as it were, and I was ready for some off duty time.  And, like all of you, I was grieving what had happened at Virginia Tech.  And my bad knee was hurting like the dickens.  All I wanted was one of those little bottles of Chardonnay, for medicinal purposes, of course.


So, I settled into my seat, glad for some time with nothing I had to do but sit there.  And, truth be told, I was glad for some time to be sort of invisible, traveling incognito, with my clergy shirt well out of sight in the luggage hold of the airplane.  We’d just taken off, I was just about to escape into the fantasy world of my mystery novel, when the young woman in the seat next to me asked where I was going.  Then she told me where she was going, and she told me why and how much this family reunion meant to her.

You know, it seems to be true sometimes that some things are easier to talk about with a stranger, someone you know you’ll never see again.  So, she told me her story, her excitement about being with her family, but also, her anxiety, given what her mother’s alcoholism had done to other family gatherings.  And she told me a lot about her relationship with her mother, that it felt like she’d always had to mother her mother, never really had a mother of her own.  “You’d think I didn’t want to see her,” she said, “but I do; I still love her, and stupid as it is, I keep thinking that maybe this time she’ll be different.”


We talked about that for a long while, before we got around to that inevitable part of a conversation with a stranger, that “what do you do for a living” part.  I told her, and immediately this very talkative young woman was silent.  I figured I was going to get to read my mystery novel after all.

But no; she said, “What’s your church like?”  Well, I told her, and I told her more, and more.  I do so love to tell people about you, what a gift you are to me and to so many others.  Then she told me about her experience of church.  As a child, she’d loved going to church, had felt loved there, and safe, with certain women mothering her in ways her own mother couldn’t.  But then, she told me what happened in that church when she was sixteen and had gotten pregnant.  And she told me what happened in a different church, a few years later, when she had filed for a divorce.  Both stories were horror stories, the kind that give church and Christian a bad name.

“I haven’t gone to church in a long time,” she said, and the way she looked at me, I knew she was expecting me to scold her.  When I didn’t, when I told her I could well understand why she wouldn’t want anything to do with church, she smiled.  And she said, “You know, I haven’t even thought about church for years, but now, talking with you, I realize that I miss what I felt as a child, when I went to church.  Maybe a church family like yours could fill that place my mother can’t.  Do you think there’s a church like yours where I live?”
I told her I didn’t know but would be glad to do a little research for her, and I gave her my phone number.  Will she call?  Maybe, maybe not, but I have this feeling that, with or without my help, she’s going to journey now toward what she really needs.

So, I guess I was handed the shoes of Ananias to wear for a little while.  And, vicariously, so were you, because what I told her about you, who you are, played a huge role in what happened.  You didn’t know it, but you were on that airplane, too, your hands as well as mine laid on her head.
Well, I certainly wasn’t expecting to be summoned on that airplane.  Nor was I wanting to be “on duty.”  But I guess that’s just the way it is for you and me.  We Christians are on call 24/7.
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