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        1 Samuel 15:34-16:13 and Mark 4:26-34

Last Sunday the kids led our worship service, and I must say, they did a terrific job.  Most of the Children’s Sundays I’ve participated in feature kids reading things that some adult has written for them to say and maybe singing, “Jesus loves me”.  But not only can KC kids read scripture, they can also reflect on it pretty deeply.  They compose their own music, play instruments beautifully, and when they sing, they can do sign language at the same time.  The only problem I’ve had with Children’s Sunday is that for the entire week the song, “I am a Promise” has been stuck in my head.  Thanks a lot, Sandy!  Have any of the rest of you had this problem?  Remember the words?  They went something like:  “I am a promise, I am a possibility.  I am a great big bundle of potentiality….”


Maybe that’s why, when we read this morning’s scriptures, I can hear that song playing in the background.  Samuel anoints David and you can almost hear him humming as he dances off stage, “I am a promise, I am a possibility…” The sower goes out to scatter seeds and the seeds hum as they burrow into the ground, “I am a great big bundle of potentiality….”


The song fits, doesn’t it?  These two scriptures are both about God’s relationship to potential, to promise.  God doesn’t just relate to the wise and victorious king—God notices, calls out and blesses the child who spends his day watching sheep and making music, the one who has promise, who has potential.  When Jesus needs to describe the Kingdom of God, he doesn’t talk about a field full of amber waves of grain, he doesn’t talk about abundance or fulfillment or productivity, but instead talks about seeds that get scattered by a sower who wonders at the mystery of their germination.  God seems to smile at David, and smile at those seeds in the same way we smile when we hear Courtney and Logan and Jennifer and Rosa and Avery and Greta and Sofia sing and watch their hands scurry about in combinations that we’d be challenged to replicate.  We all smile and think of they ways those seeds might take root and grow tall and strong.  We smile and think of the things these kids will accomplish, the problems they’ll solve, and the discoveries they’ll make.  


But what about us?  As I was humming “I am a Promise” while getting dressed one morning this week, I caught a look of myself in the mirror and felt a bit sheepish.  Who am I kidding?  There are any number of things that simply aren’t possibilities for me any more.  I can say with relative certainty that I will never discover a cure for cancer and I’ll never break the world record for the 100-meter sprint, I’ll never play in a professional orchestra. I clearly remember watching the summer Olympics the year I was 17, a year when I believed that I could go to any college, master any subject and become anything I wanted.  I was watching the women’s gymnastics tournament and it suddenly dawned on me that every single one of the people on the U.S. team was younger than me.  I had never really wanted to be an Olympic gymnast, but nevertheless it kind of startled me to realize that I never would be.  That was no longer a possibility for me. 


As we get older, it seems like there is less potential and less promise with each passing year.  And so we focus on other things when we talk theologically—we talk about letting go and letting God, we talk about being here now.  We sing songs about understanding things better by and by, songs about staying true to God through peril and adversity.  And we pray hard to forget our disappointment in ourselves, in what we’ve been able to make of our lives and to just be grateful for what we’ve got.


But what if we have it wrong?  What if in God’s eyes there is as much potential in us at 90 as there was at 9?  What if there is still a seed in me, germinating even now?  What if there is a seed in you?


As I’ve thought about that this week, as I’ve walked around entertaining that idea, a story about my father bubbled up in my head.  I’d like to share it with you as another sort of parable of possibility.  My father comes from a very scientific family—his father, both of his brothers and he all earned PhD’s in scientific fields, and his mother was a science teacher before she had children.  One story might give a sense of the character of this scientific family and how they related to each other:  When it came time to explain the “birds and the bees” to their sons, my grandparents left a copy of a college-level human physiology textbook on the coffee table in the living room and said, “Let us know if you have any questions.”  


This was a family that liked to argue about issues and debate ideas, and so it was particularly distressing when my grandmother began to lose her memory in her early 70’s.  We lived in Minnesota, 1200 miles away, so all of this happened off stage to my world, but visits were tense as my grandfather shouted at my grandmother, and my grandmother made elaborate efforts to cover up and to appear competent.  Eventually, and not without great distress, my grandmother moved to a local nursing home, and some years later my grandfather moved there too.  And to everyone’s surprise, it was my grandfather, clear-headed and critical to the very end, who ended up dieing first.


And then, my father had to visit his mother by himself, without his father by his side, talking, arguing, and managing the situation.  At first, my father was at a loss as to what to do.  The hours dragged during a weekend visit with a person who didn’t know him and who couldn’t carry on a conversation, and out of boredom and sheer desperation, he started to talk to the nurses, and watch what they did, how they related to the people in the Alzheimer’s unit.  The next time he went out to visit, he brought his mother a stuffed bunny, and she cradled it and stroked it and babbled to it for the rest of the day.  He watched the nurses toss a beach ball back and forth to a group in wheelchairs, and he brought the beach ball back to his mother’s room and played toss with it there.  He got her to sing along to “Take Me Out To the Ball Game” (more or less).  He brushed her hair.  He described what he was doing this way:  He decided to stop relating to his mother by remembering everything she used to be.  He decided to relate to her by noticing and appreciating what she was, and to take it from there.  When she died several years later, he said that he felt like he lost her a second time.


But the story doesn’t end there.  My father, who has a Ph.D. in chemistry from Yale University, who had spent his career as a research scientist, decided to go back to school in his late 50’s and study at night to become a nurse.  When he retired at 62, he had his RN and started working full time, first in a residential setting for men on respirators, and then in a hospital, and now he’s working with the Porcupine Clinic on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, helping out with diabetes care.


There was a seed in my father—a promise, a potentiality—, which I sure didn’t see.  He spent his career in a laboratory, finding answers and solving problems through experiments and scientific technique.  Who knew that he had it in him to be a caretaker, and person who can compassionately respond to a problem like Alzheimer’s that essentially has no solution?  And there was a seed in my grandmother as well—who would have guessed that after a decade of cognitive decline she still could mold and shape the life of her child, she could still give birth to him?  Maybe that song about promise and possibility is the soundtrack to their lives as well.  I love the thought of my dad, hand-in-hand with my grandmother, standing up in front of you singing that song along with Rosa, their granddaughter and great-grand-daughter.


What about you?  Could that be your song too?  Can you imagine that there lies within you a seed that is even now taking root, that is even now germinating, that will push its way up into your life some years from now?  It may not be a career or an accomplishment; it may not be an activity.  Perhaps there is a human capacity in you.  Perhaps there is an understanding in you.  Perhaps there is an opening, an insight, and discovery that will appear, and that will change your world, and our world and the world we share.  And if Jesus Christ is our guide in this, perhaps the thing that is taking root, perhaps the place of new life is the same place where there has been pain and weakness and even death.  Perhaps, like him, the tomb is where our resurrection begins.


Perhaps the story of David is the story of all of us.  When God seeks to respond to some need in the world, perhaps it is all the versions of ourselves that stand lined up in front of God.  We bring forward the accomplished self first, the part of us that stands tallest and proudest.  We put forward our doing and achieving selves, and find ourselves stunned, as God says, “No, that’s not the one I’m looking for.”  And then God calls in the youngest, least-developed self, the one that up until this point has only been pushed way out to the edges, the one who has only been asked to watch.  And God notices something in that part of ourselves, and says to us, that part will make a difference.  That part will some day rule all the other parts.  That part I will bless.


This is the good news of the Gospel.  Thanks be to God.
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