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                                      ROMANCE RESTORED 

 

“I stick my neck out for nobody” snarled Humphrey Bogart in the film “Casablanca.” 

Bogart plays the part of Rick, who is introduced to us as a hard-nosed, cynical 

business man, owner of a popular bar in one of the last places around the 

Mediterranean which is not occupied by the Nazis. Casablanca is swarming with 

refugees trying to escape from the Germans; spies who are trying to round up the 

refugees; patriots who are forming underground pockets of resistance and black 

market profiteers who will make money out of anyone and anything. Rick remains 

strictly neutral, guarding his own business interests, keeping his mouth shut, holding 

other people at arms’ length and, as he says, sticking his neck out for nobody. 

 

As the film moves on, we learn that Rick has not always been so cynical. He was at 

one time an idealist, a patriot fighting for justice, sticking his neck out gladly for the 

oppressed. But then he had been hurt, let down badly by someone he loved. This 

disappointment had made him bitter and determined never to get involved with 

anyone ever again.  

But towards the end of the film we see him change again and something of that old, 

passionate love and idealism return to him; we see him sticking his neck out just 

about as far it will go, not only for the sake of the woman he loves and cannot have, 

but also for the sake of freedom and justice in the world. We see him go from a man 

who lived, was dead and is now alive again.  

 

In many ways Casablanca cannot be called a good film. The story line is muddled 

and, almost to the end of the filming, no-one, least of all the directors, had decided 

how it would finish. Ingrid Bergman, the female star, once said that if, at times in the 

film, she looked confused it was because she was confused. In a story of a love 

triangle, she had no idea which man she would end up with and nor had anybody else. 

It was not a brilliant plot and a great deal of the film’s popularity is owed to the fact 

that women fancy Humphrey Bogart like mad and men fancy Ingrid Bergman…. 

Yet there is still something inspiring about it. It is a story of human redemption in the 

face of evil and terror. It is a story of human idealism and romance getting the better 

of cynicism and bitterness. It offers hope in what can still be a disappointing life.  

 

Most of us have been near to where Rick had been. We have known what it is like to 

have strong ideals, passionate feelings, dreams of what we might be and what the 

world might be, faith which wants to go out and change the world. But then we have 

known what it is like to have our dreams diminish, our passionate feelings die out and 

our faith turn lukewarm.  

People disappoint us and let us down. A crisis hits us hard, then another hits us even 

harder. Life piles pressure on us and we find ourselves simply struggling to exist for 

ourselves, never mind getting involved with anyone else. The church community is 

not all we thought it might be or should be. Politics are a dirty business. Commerce is 

full of corruption. The people we help fling our efforts back in our faces. And that 

flame of faith and idealism in us burns low. We see no reason why we should bother 

to stick our necks out for anyone or anything. 

&&&&&&&&&&&&&    

 

Our Bible stories today were of two men in similar circumstances. Samuel was born 

at a time when religious and national fervour were low in his country. For many years 
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his people had been struggling to establish themselves in a new land. Now they were 

settled and becoming farmers rather than travellers or warriors. Their faith had played 

a huge part in getting their ancestors out of slavery in Egypt and across the desert into 

the new country. Their national identity had focussed them in the settling process. 

They had been a devout, passionate people. But now, as the current population 

enjoyed a more prosperous lifestyle, their religion had lost its spark. It was no more 

than a routine duty which they did not want impinging too much on their homes and 

businesses.  

Eli, the Priest, was old and tired. His sons took advantage of the people’s religious 

apathy to feather their own nest. It was a case of give enough money and gifts to the 

temple, so that we can live comfortably and we won’t bother you too much with 

serious religion.  

No-one ever claimed to have heard the voice of God. No-one appeared to be inspired 

by the spirit of God. No-one was sticking their neck out for God. 

 

At the time of Jesus, things were pretty similar but for different reasons. His country 

was occupied by the Romans but the Jews were allowed to practise their religion, just 

so long as they kept quiet about it and did not use it to stir up political unrest. It was a 

case of “keep your head down.” Nathanael, we are told, was “sitting under a fig tree,” 

which is quite likely because there were plenty of fig trees around, but it was also a 

metaphor. It was said in the Old Testament that people would sit under their fig trees 

in times of peace and prosperity, when there was nothing to worry about, nothing to 

fight for and nothing to stress you out. In other words, Nathanael, like many people of 

his day, was kidding himself that because he was keeping himself out of trouble, all 

was well with the world; because he was going unobtrusively to worship every week, 

that was all that his faith required.                    

 

In both scenarios a passionate faith had become a routine duty; a vivid relationship 

with God had become a distant nodding acquaintance; a deep involvement in justice 

and righteousness had dwindled into self-preservation. The romance in life: that great 

love which inspires you to believe in and live for something greater than yourself, had 

died.  And in both scenarios something would happen which would stir it all up again. 

&&&&&&&&&&&  

 

Samuel heard the voice of God, giving him a mission to his country.  

Nathanael saw the Son of God standing right in front of him, looking straight into the 

soul he had almost forgotten he had. 

Samuel was only a child but when he grew up he was ready to undertake a national 

revival and reformation of religion when his people went through a huge national 

crisis and turned back to God for help. He also reformed the justice system, restored a 

sense of national identity and helped to establish a monarchy under God. His 

leadership brought some vitality back into the faith and lives of his people.  

Nathanael became one of Jesus’ disciples, the group who gave up their quiet, 

comfortable lifestyles to follow him; the group who stuck their necks out to support 

him when he fell foul of the organised religion; the group who, after his death and 

resurrection, preached him as Son of God and Saviour of the human race; the group 

who, in a strictly segregated society, succeeded in drawing together a huge variety of 

races, social classes and cultures to form the Christian church; the group who risked 

imprisonment, persecution and even death for the sake of one who gave new life.          
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Neither Samuel nor Nathanael saw their mission as a heavy sacrifice but as a 

privilege, a whole new world of opportunity and revelation: the opportunity to 

experience God for themselves and to live for God and in God. It was not that bad 

things no longer happened to them or that people no longer let them down. Rather, it 

was as though they had learned that that which was calling and inspiring them now 

was much stronger than anything which had hurt them in the past and might hurt them 

again in the future. The God they had now encountered was far bigger and greater 

than human spite and stupidity; far more powerful than human evil; far more loving 

than life had led them to believe and far more fulfilling than the comfort zone in 

which they had got stuck.  

The God they encountered had succeeded in lighting a flame of love and courage, 

delight and joy, faith and compassion in their hearts and they did not want that flame 

to go out again. In their turn, they lit up that flame in others and life became full of a 

rich and lasting romance. 

&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

I grew up in the nineteen sixties, when social and religious cynicism were taking a 

strong hold on our society. Patriotism just meant that you would be used as a pawn by 

power-hungry politicians; loyalty to your profession meant that you would be stabbed 

in the back by power-hungry management; religious belief meant that you would be 

brain-washed by a power-hungry church; traditional family life meant that, as a 

woman, you would be exploited by power-hungry men. There was a lot of truth in all 

this teaching and the challenges to accepted beliefs and ideals were long overdue. 

But I can also remember the emptiness we were left with. Nothing was worth getting 

passionate about; nothing was worth giving your life to; nothing was worth sticking 

your neck out for. As Bob Dylan sang, freedom’s just another word for nothing left to 

lose. We may have broken free, but what was there left for us to do with our freedom?  

Since then I have seen more than one generation grow up to be faced with that same 

sense of emptiness and I suspect that the huge rise in binge-drinking, drug taking, 

sexual promiscuity and violence has a lot to do with an energy and a passion that now 

has no other outlet. 

 

We still need our dreams and visions of a better world; we still need our vocations- 

something good and vital that we alone can do; we still need something bigger than 

ourselves to live for; we still need a sense of being caught up in a power and a 

purpose and a love that can set our lives on fire. We need what happened to Samuel 

and to Nathanael to happen to us and to the people around us. 

 

So why did it happen to them? Well, I should imagine, because they needed it to 

happen and their world needed it to happen.  

But then, why is it not happening to the people around us who need it to happen? If 

you believe the statistics published by the Centre for Spiritual Research, it is 

happening. Increasingly large numbers of people are experiencing first, a restlessness 

with life as it is and then a sense of something greater, a power and a presence they 

cannot explain. But they do not find it easy to talk about it outside the church because 

they are afraid of being laughed at. And they do not find it easy to talk about inside 

the church because they are afraid of being told that their experience is not valid; it 

does not fit the official religious blueprint. This is what you must believe. This is what 

you should be experiencing. There is a lot of it about. 
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Did you notice that in the Bible stories, neither man really understood what was going 

on at first? Samuel needed Eli to explain to him that it was the voice of God he was 

hearing and he needed Eli to be incredibly brave and humble to listen to the message 

Samuel had been given and to accept it as the word of God, even though it was bad 

news for him-Eli- and for his ministry. (There is not a lot of that level of humility in 

religious circles.)    

Nathanael needed Phillip; first to show excitement and conviction about his faith, 

rather than keep quiet and be embarrassed about it; he needed Phillip to refuse to be 

put off by his initial sarcastic response and keep encouraging; he needed Phillip to 

introduce him Jesus, but then allow Jesus do the talking.      

If the true romance and passion of faith are to be restored to our society, then even 

God is going to need help and now is not the time for Christians to keep quiet or to be 

high on self-preservation. 

 

Who knows, perhaps one of us is called to be a “Samuel,” a leader, prophet and 

pioneer for this generation. Or a “Nathaneal,” one of a group who will join together in 

sticking their necks out for Jesus Christ. 

We don’t know but the mere fact that we are here today is proof enough that each one 

of us has encountered God at some point in our lives; that something has stirred in us; 

something has inspired us to search for a greater power, a greater truth, and a greater 

love than we have found elsewhere in life. And all that is needed now is a 

commitment to that searching; a belief in what we are searching for; a trust in the 

person of Jesus Christ to lead us, as he promised Nathanael, to greater and greater 

things.  

Samuel’s response to God was just the beginning. Speak to me, Lord. I am listening. 

And everything else went on from there. 

Nathanael’s response to Jesus was just the beginning. You are the Son of God. And 

everything else went on from there. 

If we reach out to God, then God will be reaching back, taking our hand, and moving 

us on. 

 

At the end of Casablanca we see Rick walking away into the darkness. We don’t 

know whether he lives or whether he dies. We don’t know whether he succeeds in any 

plot against the Nazis or whether he is thwarted every time. We don’t know whether 

he is there when the Nazis are finally overcome or whether he has had to leave the 

battle by then for others to carry on. We don’t know what comes his way to enjoy and 

we don’t know what he is called upon to suffer. It does not really matter. All we know 

is that here is a man who lives, who was “dead” and is now gloriously alive again.          

And so be it for each one of us from this day forward and for evermore. Amen. 

 

  

    

 

       

 


