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…SPEAK… …FOR YOUR SERVANT IS LISTENING…
For sixty years, God has been calling to Christ Church. For sixty years, God has been giving the church listening
years. That’s how churches begin: with God’s and people who are listening. It’s really God who starts the church. We’re
just blessed of God’s work. At least if we’re listening, as the First Presbyterian Church of East Cleveland was in the mid1950s.
I don’t know how many session discussions it took, how many times they looked over budget, how much they
asked about funding, how long they worked who would lead this and give energy to that––does any of this sound like
meetings you’ve been part of…
…but that’s what’s involved listening to God to take part in some new thing God wants to do. And so finally––
when we respond to God’s call, I wonder how often God says, “Finally!”––First Church East Cleveland had heard God
clearly enough that they said, “Here I am,” with their efforts, “Here I am” with their resources, and most importantly,
“Here we are” with lives invested in the new thing God was doing. Which was a new congregation that began to meet at
West Geauga High School in April 1956. The one that on October 13, 1957, was chartered by 131 members as Christ
Presbyterian Church in Chesterland, OH.
For sure, Christ Church formed because of the dedication of those charter members. It came to life out vision for
a new church in a growing community. The church came together because its people stuck together across lengthy
meetings, the pains of change, and the fog of discernment. But when we really get to down it, Christ Presbyterian Church
of Chesterland began with the call of God and some servants that listened.
But God’s call and our listening isn’t just how churches begin. It’s how they continue, become new again, and
remain fresh and faithful to God’s mission as the years roll by. Sixty years have rolled by, and God is still calling Christ
Church. God still seek servants who are listening for the new thing God would do.
Eli was a wizened old priest who served in God’s house. His were the years before God’s house had become the
Temple. But there was grandeur in Eli’s work. He handled customs passed down across generations, in an institution that
held a special place in peoples’ lives, as part of a rich history grounded in God’s long faithfulness. God’s call to Abraham.
God’s deliverance of Israel across the Red Sea. God’s giving of the law in the desert––the law that shaped Eli’s work as a
priest.
But a rich heritage and storied past don’t by themselves create a good future. In the years when young Samuel
came to Eli to serve in God’s house, the faith life of the people had fallen on hard times. We’re told, “The word of the
Lord was rare. There were not many visions.” The house of God still operated. The people maintained their traditions.
But they’d somehow lost their connection to God.
This is not alarming or unusual. It happens in all kinds of relationship. Think how spouses can drift apart without
meaning to create distance. One day they find they aren’t listening to each other like they did when their love was young.
Or how, after a stretch of years, people can lose curiosity over where they live. When they first moved, the place was
exciting. There was so much to explore, to learn about the neighbors, and to discover about the community’s gifts. But
one day, they find themselves taking all the same roads to all the same places, and spending time with mostly the same
people. If someone asked what was new in neighborhood, they might not know what to say.
In the days of Eli, people were at a loss to say what word the Lord was speaking. Was it because the Lord wasn’t
speaking? Or was it because people had lost their curiosity for the fresh word God would give? In Samuel’s boyhood,

“visions were rare.” Was it because God wasn’t giving anything to see? Or had the people contented themselves just to see
just what they’d always seen, and thus missed the fresh revelations God would give to them?
This is some of the challenge of being God’s people. The moment we stop looking and listening for how God is
making us new, we can fall into a slumber that might be comfortable but which spells decay. Nevertheless, God persists.
This is how it is with God. God has enthusiasm for God’s work. Where did we ever get the idea that God is old and staid?
More often, the Bible shows God to live with the passion and freshness of youth, as when God was up late at night calling
the slumbering boy Samuel and waking sleep soaked Eli.
Samuel was comfortably in bed when God called out, “Samuel! Samuel!” Samuel stirred under the covers and
answered, “Yes? I’m here.” And he ran straight to Eli. Don’t you love his eager response? He ran, the text says. He said,
“I heard you call. Here I am!” But not to God––to Eli, who responded with a tongue thick with sleep, “I didn’t call. Go
back to bed.” Samuel returned and lay back down.
But it happened again. A voice came saying, “Samuel! Samuel!” And again he went to Eli, who said, “My son,” (is
he getting perturbed?) “go back and lie down.” Which can be what happens with God’s call. Instead of listening for how
it’s rousing us, we can be inclined to think God’s just returns to a comfortable bed. Where little effort is required. Where
we feel snug and safe.
But this wasn’t the spirit of the call that started Christ Church sixty years back. The Spirit inspired people to
worship not in a sanctuary but in a high school. And then when a building was built, not to settle into pews but to worship
on folding chairs that could be unsettled for coffee hour. The childhood churches of the charter members didn’t look or
feel like that. But that’s what happens when people respond to God’s call. The desire to keep things as they are or were
gives way to eagerness for some fresh expression of church given by God.
God just wouldn’t let Samuel stay in his cozy bed. He kept calling him to slough off the covers and wake up to the
night’s chill air––and the invigorating presence of God and God purpose. Because where had Samuel been sleeping all
along? In the part of God’s house where the ark of God was––the ark of the covenant that symbolized God’s presence and
power among the people.
For God’s people in Christ Church today is a celebration day, and this story of Samuel and Eli celebrates
something special about the God who gives life to the church. It’s that God will persist in rousing us to hear what God
would say. God is passionate for what he would do in God people. God doesn’t live in maintenance mode but is set on
new beginnings with fresh vision and purpose.
Which is why, for a third time the Lord called, “Samuel! Samuel” And again the boy went to Eli. But this time,
something roused in old Eli. The spirit of adventure wasn’t gone from the elder of God’s house. He realized Samuel was
restless because the Lord was calling him. His voice carried urgency when he said, “Go back! Go back! Lie down. And if
God calls you, say, ‘Speak, Lord for your servant is listening.’”
At which point we could say this story is about how God calls us but we have a hard time hearing. And surely
there’s truth to that, but that’s not the word for us today. Because we’ve said word for us on this celebration day is about
God’s passionate persistence for what he would to do in his people. God’s eagerness for fresh beginnings for his children of
faith.
Sixty years ago, Christ Church was God’s fresh endeavor in West Geauga County. As we look to the church’s
sixty-first year, do we believe that God still calls Christ Church to fresh endeavors? Do we believe God would wake us up
to what God is saying now? That God would give new vision for ministry a world greatly changed from sixty years ago?
And if we believe God can do this, do we want God to?
The last verse of our text reads, “The Lord came and stood there, calling as at the other times, ‘Samuel! Samuel!’”
There have been other times when the Lord has come and called Christ Church. God has called the church to Mexico
mission trips, to a tent in the parking lot with Tony Campolo in the pulpit, to a rich time of study on a purpose driven life,
to praise team led worship. God has called Christ Church to serve with City Mission, to serve meals with Beachland
Church, to Vacation Bible School offered free of charge. God has called Christ Church to work on homes of its members
and of friends in the community.

2

Again and again, God has called Christ Church to wake to something new, which is what we’re celebrating today.
Now, as we wake at our sixty-first year, how will we respond in the spirit of Samuel––saying, “Speak, for your servant is
listening?” How will we run toward a new beginning offered by God? And how will we honor the spirit of adventure that
led the church’s founders to give the community a church that lives the mission of our persistent, passionate God? Amen.
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