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Deuteronomy 18:15-20, 1 Corinthians 7:32-34,35,Mark 1:21-28
Psalm 95, If today you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts.


For these past few weeks we’ve been hearing stories of call. In the story of Samuel, we saw how confusing it can be to hear a call that’s mysterious  – we saw young Samuel getting up three times in the middle of the might, responding to a call he didn’t understand. In the story of Jonah, we saw how difficult it can be to respond to a call that’s very clear  – we saw Jonah running as far away from it as he could get, understanding exactly what was asked of him, but fighting it all the way. In the very graphic stories of Samuel and Jonah, the scriptures tell us, that a call from God can be confusing and difficult and something we wish would just go away. At the very beginning of 32 weeks during which we will follow Jesus in Ordinary Time, we hear something akin to Betty Davis’ words  in the movie All About Eve, when she said  Fasten your seatbelts, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.
And yet today, the message we hear – in fact, the message we sang this very afternoon – is this: If today you hear God’s voice, harden not your hearts. It couldn’t be clearer --- No matter if the voice of God in our lives is confusing or difficult ore invites us to a bumpy ride, the psalmist says  – If today you hear even the faintest whisper of what you think might be God’s voice in your life, do not push it back, do not ignore it; at the very least, open your hearts to the possibility of what that voice, that invitation, that call contains. 
Over the past few weeks, we’ve seen Jesus call his first disciples. In Mark’s Gospel that we heard last week, Jesus sees the disciples on the seashore. He says to them Come after me and I will make you fishers of people. They drop everything they’re doing, and they follow Jesus on the spot.
But in John’s Gospel, it’s a little different. Once again, Jesus sees the disciples. But instead of issuing a direct call – Follow Me!!! – he initiates  a conversation. Jesus asks the disciples What are you looking for? And their response is not to drop everything on the spot. Instead, they respond Where do you live? In John’s Gospel, it appears that they’re not buying Jesus hook, line, and sinker. It appears that they need time to think. So Jesus says to them, Come and see. And so in John’s  Gospel, we are led to believe that a day and an evening and a night of conversation transpired among them all before the disciples truly heard their call.

 I think I like John’s account a little better, because it shows the beginning of the gradual melting of the disciples’ hearts. It shows that the call to follow Jesus isn’t  something that happens just because we can recite a Creed or answer questions from a catechism. Following Jesus must be a desire of the heart.

The call to follow Jesus comes not once, but again and again in our lives. And each time, we’re given the grace to soften our hearts a little more. Over a lifetime, we will wrestle and struggle with God’s voice. We will accept it, and we will reject it; we will embrace it like Samuel, and we will run from it like Jonah. The only thing that matters in the end is that in even the darkest nights of our soul, our hearts never become totally hardened to God’s voice.

This openness to God’s voice is what our readings today are about. In our first reading from Deuteronomy, God promises to raise up a prophet for the people who will speak to them after Moses’ departure from them in death. This prophet will speak on God’s behalf. He will be trustworthy. He will speak the truth. And God will reward those whose hearts are open to his words.        

And in our Gospel reading, we see yet another prophet, this time, Jesus who is preaching in the synagogue at Capernaum for the first time. We don’t know what he was preaching on, or what scriptures he was reading. What we do know is  -- to quote today’s Gospel – the people were spellbound by the teaching, because Jesus taught with authority unlike the scribes.
 When we hear the word scribe, we might think of a secretary or a clerk or someone in the old steno pool taking dictation. But the scribes in Jesus’ day were much more than that. They were literate. And so they wrote things that needed to be written for people who were not literate. But because they were literate, the were also able to read and interpret the Torah. They were the teachers of their day. Yet scripture scholars tell us that their method of teaching was to refer to the teachings of others as proof of their own. In other words, they built their authority on the authority of others. 

Now there’s nothing wrong with this. We do it all the time, and we call it research. We probably wouldn’t  trust a book without a bibliography and footnotes, or an author  who simply writes without the authority of at least some others to back  her up. But the point of today’s Gospel is that Jesus spoke on his own authority. And that was shocking to the people in the synagogue that day.
They heard the Torah explained in words that had meaning for their lives. They witnessed a man named Yeshua, Jesus who saw evil lurking in the darkness of an unclean spirit, who could call that evil by name, and command it to leave. They were amazed at the strength and the power of this man. And we’re told that from this one encounter in a local synagogue in the small town of Capernaum,  news of Jesus spread everywhere throughout the surrounding regions of Galilee.

Mark’s Gospel tells us that Jesus spoke and acted with authority, and I believe that authority is what comes to one whose heart is not hardened to the voice of God. We believe that the Jesus we follow is in perfect communion with God. In fact, we call  Jesus the Son of God --  a title that represents the intimacy and the perfection of the relationship between Jesus and his Abba God. And maybe part of that relationship is Jesus’  absolute openness to the voice of God in his life. Jesus seems perfectly attuned to the voice of God, and thus is able to act in perfect cooperation with whatever it is that God calls him to do. Maybe it’s the laser-beam-focus that Jesus seems to have on listening to the voice of Abba God that makes him  the prophet in Deuteronomy into whose mouth God can place God’s very own words.

I strongly suspect no one of us will ever achieve that status of speaking on our own authority because of our relationship with God. That’s really relegated to Jesus’ territory! But with the people in the synagogue, we can hear the power of the voice that is grounded in God. We can see the mighty works that flow from it. And we can be amazed at what’s possible – for Jesus, and for those of us who follow him into the heart of God.
In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul was writing at a time when he was pretty sure that Jesus’ return was right around the corner. So he preached a message of mindfulness. In the second reading we heard today, it wasn’t so much that Paul was saying that it was better or worse for people to be married or single. It was more the idea that whatever their state in life, Paul wanted the Corinthians to devote their energies entirely to waiting on God. He wanted them to be focused on listening intently  for the voice of God in their lives, and acting according to it. 
Waiting on God enables us to hear the voice of God. Hearing the voice of God, we do the best we can to respond to on it. Our responses might be clumsy. They might be fearful or hesitant or slow in coming to fruition. Many times, we’ll look more like Jonah than Jesus. But the grace we continue to pray for throughout a lifetime – the only grace, really, that matters – is that we continue to desire to hear the voice. And that if today, we are blessed to hear God’s voice – however it comes to us – we harden not our  hearts.  
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