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Texts: Isaiah 49:1-7 • Psalm 40:1-11 • 1 Corinthians 1:1-9 • Joel 1:29-42

Isaiah 49:1-7
Listen to me, O coastlands, pay attention, you peoples from far away! The 

Lord called me before I was born, while I was in my mother’s womb he named me. 
He made my mouth like a sharp sword, in the shadow of his hand he hid me; he 
made me a polished arrow, in his quiver he hid me away. And he said to me, “You 
are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” 

But I said, “I have labored in vain, I have spent my strength for nothing and 
vanity; yet surely my cause is with the Lord, and my reward with my God.” 

And now the Lord says, who formed me in the womb to be his servant, to 
bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him, for I am hon-
ored in the sight of the Lord, and my God has become my strength — he says, “It 
is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that 
my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

Thus says the Lord, the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One, to one deeply 
despised, abhorred by the nations, the slave of rulers, “Kings shall see and stand 
up, princes, and they shall prostrate themselves, because of the Lord, who is faith-
ful, the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.”

Psalm 40:1-11
I waited patiently for the Lord; he inclined to me and heard my cry.
He drew me up from the desolate pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet 

upon a rock, making my steps secure.
He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God. Many will see 

and fear, and put their trust in the Lord.
Happy are those who make the Lord their trust, who do not turn to the 

proud, to those who go astray after false gods.
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You have multiplied, O Lord my God, your wondrous deeds and your 
thoughts toward us; none can compare with you. Were I to proclaim and tell of 
them, they would be more than can be counted.

Sacrifice and offering you do not desire, but you have given me an open ear. 
Burnt offering and sin offering you have not required.

Then I said, “Here I am; in the scroll of the book it is written of me.
I delight to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart.”
I have told the glad news of deliverance in the great congregation; see, I 

have not restrained my lips, as you know, O Lord.
I have not hidden your saving help within my heart, I have spoken of your 

faithfulness and your salvation; I have not concealed your steadfast love and your 
faithfulness from the great congregation.

Do not, O Lord, withhold your mercy from me; let your steadfast love and 
your faithfulness keep me safe forever.

1 Corinthians 1:1-9
Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our 

brother Sosthenes, To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those who are 
sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, together with all those who in every 
place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours: Grace to 
you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I give thanks to my 
God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given you in Christ 
Jesus, for in every way you have been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge 
of every kind — just as the testimony of Christ has been strengthened among 
you — so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you wait for the revealing 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. He will also strengthen you to the end, so that you may 
be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful; by him you were 
called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.
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John 1:29-42
The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After 
me comes a man who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’ I myself did 
not know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be 
revealed to Israel.” 

And John testified, “I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, 
and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one who sent me to 
baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and re-
main is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I myself have seen and 
have testified that this is the Son of God.” The next day John again was standing 
with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, 
here is the Lamb of God!”

The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus. When Jesus 
turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?” 

They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are 
you staying?”

He said to them, “Come and see.” 
They came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him that 

day. It was about four o’clock in the afternoon. One of the two who heard John 
speak and followed him was Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. He first found his 
brother Simon and said to him, “We have found the Messiah” (which is translated 
Anointed). 

He brought Simon to Jesus, who looked at him and said, “You are Simon son 
of John. You are to be called Cephas” (which is translated Peter).
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Sometimes there are moments in our lives when the memory of past events 
in our life journey come tumbling out into our conscious awareness in very vivid 
ways — memories that may be quite painful, but also may have dimensions of joy 
and thanksgiving.

Such an event happened to me several months ago when our son Marc took 
my wife Nora and me to visit our granddaughter Lauren at her college in Memphis, 
TN, vividly bringing back for me events of 56 years ago.

During our time in Memphis we visited the National Civil Rights Museum 
at the Lorraine Motel, where Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated. It is a 
powerful, deeply moving, and disturbing experience to visit this memorial, as it is 
to visit the memorials in Birmingham and Atlanta. The compelling visual and nar-
rative witness to the “middle passage” of the vast number of slaves chained in ships 
being brought as property to our land to be at the total disposition of their masters 
for forced servitude under cruel and inhumane conditions and the tragic history of 
slavery and continuing dominance of white supremacy that has been call the “origi-
nal sin” of America must call us to repentance and deep soul searching for those of 
us of the white community.

As we walked through room after room filled with painful reminders of this 
history, we turned a corner, and there it was: the compelling representation of a 
lunch counter in a department store of downtown Nashville. It depicted the lunch 
counter protest by Christian black youth seeking to be served in a segregated res-
taurant, marking, after Greenbsoro, the beginning in 1960 of the historic Civil 
Rights Movement that has been so significant for shaping a more just nation over 
these past 56 years. Video narrated by Jim Lawson, a fellow senior classmate in 
Vanderbilt Divinity School, brought vividly to mind his pivotal role in training the 
Christian students, including now-Congressman John Lewis, in non-violent wit-
ness for justice. Lawson, who had served as a Methodist  missionary in India and 
was only the second black to be admitted to the university, was summarily expelled 
by Vanderbilt for his witness for nonviolence for social change — in spite of strong 
advocacy on his behalf by his dean, Dr. J. Robert Nelson, who some of us here also 



Somebody’s Calling My Name • January 15, 2017 • Rev. Dr. Wilson Boots • Page 5

remember as a faithful fellow St. Paul’s worshipper during his later years in minis-
try in Houston. Bob was dismissed from Vanderbilt for his heroic stand. We  honor 
Bob and his wife Dr. Pat Nelson, still of our congregation, who supported him in 
this critical time.

Nearly all of us, both students and faculty, were strong supporters of Lawson 
and Nelson and their witness. I made the decision in this struggle to return my di-
ploma in protest to Vanderbilt University after graduation.

Lawson went on to become one of the key leaders in the Civil Rights Move-
ment, working closely with Dr. King and others to lead a spirit-led justice move-
ment inspired and shaped by Christian witness that has had such a profound 
impact on our nation and on our lives. As one  historian put it, “The Civil Rights 
Movement was a sign that God was stirring.” It was only after worship and the sing-
ing of spirituals in a nearby church that the youth marched to the lunch counter 
sit-in.

Today on this weekend, United Methodist churches as well as many other 
churches across the nation, are marking the significance of this church-led move-
ment and the burning urgency to address the justice issues that continue to face 
us everywhere, as in our own Houston community. None can doubt that we face a 
grave crisis in  human relations in our country, the tearing of our social and politi-
cal fabric. We are all in this crisis together. In Dr. King’s words, “injustice anywhere 
is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network for mu-
tuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all 
indirectly.”

From the beginning of our history as a nation, African-Americans have had 
to live with the reality of white supremacy. The most frightening manifestation of 
this in our earlier history was the era of lynching. The fear of lynching was so deep 
and widespread that most blacks were afraid to speak of it publicly.

Mark Twain makes reference to the “United States of Lyncherdom.” Recent 
studies have documented the extent of lynching with the largest number of hor-
rible deaths of men and women tortured and put to death by hanging on a tree to 
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have taken place in Mississippi, followed by the state of Texas. A recent feature on 
the PBS News Hour reported with stark photographs a memorial recently erected 
in Birmingham consisting of 800 large black columns representing 8,000 victims of 
lynching.

The Apostle Paul in his Letter to the Philippians states, “In Jesus’ cross God 
took up the existence of a slave and died a slave’s death on the tree of martyrdom.” 
(Phil 2:8) The Book of Acts speaks of Jesus being put to death “by hanging  him on 
a tree.” (Acts 10:39). 

James Cone, a prominent American theologian and Methodist, AME Zion, 
has recently published The Cross and the Lynching Tree, a book widely discussed 
in religious circles today. He writes that as Jesus was an innocent victim, many 
African-Americans were innocent victims. Both the cross and the lynching tree 
are symbols of terror, instruments of death and execution. The crucified and risen 
Christ was at the heart of the hope of the African-American religious experience. 
The power of the cross, “the glorious tree,” understood within the power of the 
resurrection, was the source of courage and strength in the midst of darkness and 
death. Cone states, “it was the power of the cross that sent people protesting in the 
streets, seeking to change the structures of racial oppression.”

Holding the symbols of the cross and the lynching tree together was a major 
emphasis of Dr. King’s preaching — one, God’s sacrificial love for all, the other 
the symbol of hate in America. King preached that God’s love created Blacks and 
Whites, Latinos and Asians, all people to live together in harmony in community, 
Therefore, white supremacy can never have the final word. God’s reconciling love in 
the cross empowered human beings to love one another, to strive toward that which 
he named as the Beloved Community, to live out the American dream of liberty and 
justice for all.

Our Gospel text points Christians to the roots of the Beloved Community. 
John the Baptist, as he sees Jesus walking by, alerts his followers who Jesus is. An-
drew and Simon Peter want to meet him. They ask where he is living; Jesus invites 
them to come and see.



Somebody’s Calling My Name • January 15, 2017 • Rev. Dr. Wilson Boots • Page 7

Cone suggests that the cross placed alongside the lynching tree can help us to 
see Jesus in America in a new light and thereby empower people who claim to fol-
low him to take a stand against white supremacy and every kind of injustice.

During recent years, a number of us have come to know of the witness unto 
death of the German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Nazi Germany. It is not widely 
known, however, of his involvement in Bible Study, Sunday School, and worship in 
Black churches in New York in 1930 during his study at Union Seminary and his af-
firmation of the importance of the spirituals and the Black church for all American 
Christians. It was during this time that he made the fateful decision, against the ad-
vice of many German and American colleagues, to return to the danger and uncer-
tainty of his ministry in Germany.

The story of Jesus, the crucified and risen Christ, gave African Americans life 
and hope, dignity — a knowledge that they were somebody in the eyes of God. The 
cross was the foundation on which their faith was built. And singing the soul music 
that we call the spirituals was at the heart of their faith journey. “Nobody knows 
the trouble I’ve seen...nobody knows but Jesus. Glory Hallelujah.” The source of the 
hope carved out of “trouble” and “sorrow” in Jesus.

Believers also felt a special connection with the Old Testament figure of 
Samuel, who heard God calling him in the night. Sensing the divine presence in 
their midst, they sang, “Somebody’s calling my name, somebody’s calling my name.” 
Then, “Oh my Lord, what shall I do, what shall I do.”

Shortly after King had agreed to be the most visible leader of the Montgom-
ery boycott, he received a midnight call threatening to blow up his family and home 
if he did not leave town. He tells of sitting alone at the kitchen table at that dark and 
lonely hour, overwhelmed with the feeling of weakness, of fear, of losing his cour-
age. A few nights later at that same table, he heard a voice: “Martin Luther, stand up 
for righteousness, stand up for truth. And I will be with you, even to the end of the 
world.” 

And what of us at this dangerous and critical moment in our national history? 



Could Somebody be calling your name?
Could Somebody be calling my name? 
Dare we ask, “Lord, what shall I do?”
If we take courage and dare to respond, we will be blessed with the gifts of 

the faithful heritage of the Black church, our sisters and brothers who through deep 
suffering and witness until death moved forward in costly discipleship to witness to 
the God of love, of forgiveness, of hope.

In Augustine’s words: The gift of attentiveness to the holy presence among us, 
the beyond in our midst, nearer to us than we are to ourselves.

The gift of radical forgiveness embodied by Mother Emmanuel Church and 
grieving families of the nine assassinated in Charleston, SC, during Bible study. Our 
sister church Emmanuel in Cochabamba, Bolivia, was so moved by their witness. 
Surely an extraordinary gift and example for helping us to embody forgiveness.

The gift of having a burning hunger and thirst for justice in our community, 
yearning and striving to make real the Beloved Community. Before us the opportu-
nity to commit through our church to the PROJECTCurate Community of Leaders, 
to Justice for our Neighbors, and other ways of engagement. Perhaps many of us 
have considered some additional involvement in our church and community for the 
common good but have put it aside.

Is somebody calling our name?
Lord, what shall I do?
The gift of deepening our understanding of Church. As the writer Richard 

Wright put it, “Church is where we dip our tired bodies in the cool spring of hope.”
May it so be with us.
In the name of the One who is Father and Mother of us all, the son, and the 

Holy Spirit.
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