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“And Samuel said to the Lord, ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’”
I Samuel 3: 10b

“Who’s in charge here??...” We can imagine an irate customer, trying to find the store
manager.  “Who’s in charge here?” suggests that there’s some problem that needs to be
worked out – some final arbiter who can make things right...

For a lot of Christian history, there’s often been a battle about who is really in charge in
this life– Is it the leadership of the Church, who seek God’s will?... Or, is it kings or
queens or political leaders who are really in charge? (After all, wasn’t God at work
somehow when political leaders are raised up?...) In the past 2000 years or so, there has
often been a battle, a struggle for final responsibility, between the politicians of the day,
and the Church leaders of the day.... Church leaders were often seen as a kind of check
against abuses by the political leaders of the day...

Today’s first reading is from one of the Bible’s historical books, First Samuel. The setting
for today’s first reading is just over a thousand years before the birth of Jesus...
Sometimes I’m a little slow to catch on, but I realize the same kind of tension for control
isn’t only true in Christian history... When the people of Israel finally landed in the
Promised Land, there was the same kind of tension between the political authorities of the
day – kings and judges and so on – and the prophets of the Lord... The prophets of the
Lord were a kind of check, against kings and leaders abusing their positions of power...
There were often conflicts, certainly; but it prevented monopolies of power from pushing
down the ordinary folk too hard...

Before we get to today’s first reading, it is helpful to know that the guy in charge of
God’s people at the time was an older fellow named Eli. Eli was a priest – that is, Eli
helped offer the sacrifices of the people. But Eli and his sons Hophni and Phinehas also
worked as community leaders, or judges – and things weren’t going very well... Eli didn’t
seem to be a very assertive leader, and his sons had a bad reputation of stealing from the
people’s offerings to God, cheating on their wives, and other bad behaviour. So, things
weren’t going very well in Israel at the time – not at this time because of an enemy
invasion, but because the leaders of the time (especially the younger generation) were
pretty bad dudes...

Through a remarkable series of events, a boy named Samuel comes to live with Eli, to be
raised by him. Samuel’s parents are devout believers, and God has something amazing in
mind for young Samuel! God’s plan is for young Samuel to become a prophet, to provide
a check against the political disobedience of the time, and to call people to the Lord...



Now, Samuel is lying down in the place of worship itself, almost asleep; and old Eli is
sleeping in a room nearby. The Lord calls out to Samuel... Samuel assumes that Eli has
summoned him, and goes and wakes up the old man (who isn’t too happy about being
woken up)... The third time this happens, though, Eli perceives that it is the Lord who is
calling young Samuel, and Eli instructs Samuel to listen to what the Lord wants to tell
him...

It’s a heavy message that the Lord gives to Samuel... There will be a judgement against
Eli and his descendants, because of their disobedience... This prophecy comes true – Eli
dies, and his evil sons are killed in battle... Samuel went on to have a long life of
prophetic activity – revealing God’s purposes; challenging disobedient kings; building the
kingdom of God’s people...

We sometimes think of saints as some special class of the faithful; but in the apostolic
Church, all of the congregation was regarded as saints – as people who were chosen and
holy to the Lord... In the same way, we sometimes think of “prophets” as people from
long ago, who foretold the future... Sometimes the biblical prophets did foretell the
future; but more often, they were telling God’s people to go God’s way in the present...
The prophet’s job was to listen carefully, to seek God’s will, and to live it and to
communicate it to the people... In that sense, aren’t we all called to do the same? – to
listen carefully; to seek God’s will, and to live it and to communicate it...

Christians carry the Holy Spirit... Of course we can make mistakes. But when we learn
God’s general will – through the gospel revealed in the scriptures, through the history of
the Church – we learn God’s will by being part of the fellowship of men and women who
are learning to live God’s way – we can have a humble confidence that we are learning
God’s purposes. God reveals his will to us through the Spirit of his Son...

When did young Samuel learn God’s direction best?... It began when Samuel was among
the community of people who wanted to live for God. Samuel actually lived in the place
of worship... He was immersed in a community of people worshipping the Lord and
seeking him. In the same way, as we participate within the Christian family, we’re
helping each other grow deeper into Christ’s life.

Second, I notice that Samuel discerned God’s voice when it was quiet – as he was resting
at the end of the day. I am concerned that the pace of many of our lives is accelerated.
These days, we can become overwhelmed with information and choices, or over-
stimulated...

For example, the Food Marketing Institute, a trade group, identified that between 1975
and 2008, the number of produces in the average supermarket swelled from an average of
8948 to almost 47 000! That’s a multiplication of about five and half times in a
generation, just so we can eat (which we all need to do!)...



An American mental health counsellor recently wrote what we all probably suspect – that
there can be too many distractions in modern life. These distractions can cloud our
capacity to be spiritually healthy:

Potential distractions are everywhere in a world in which we’re often bombarded
with emails, texts, and social media notifications throughout the day. “It is hard to
set healthy boundaries with time that allow the brain to decompress, rest, and
restore to reduce distractability.”

We might remember that when Elijah the prophet was running for his life from the evil
Queen Jezebel, he had to learn to be absolutely quiet, to discover God’s will for himself. I
Kings 19: 11 begins, “The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence
of the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by.”

Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks
before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind there was an
earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a
fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper.
When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak over his face and went out and stood at
the mouth of the cave.
Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”

The N.I.V. translation records that the Lord’s voice is a “gentle whisper.” The older King
James translation has “a still, small voice...” The N.R.S.V. reads, “the sounds of sheer
silence.”  We all get it – God’s voice is subtle and gentle, and we need to pay attention.
Samuel was being quiet at the end of the day, and that’s when Samuel heard the voice of
the Lord...

Now, we can’t utterly abandon modern life... But I encourage us all – me and you – to try
to temper the use of our cell phones and our social media accounts, and everything else
that we are bombarded with in daily life. Then, we are in a better position to discern
God’s direction for our lives!...

Not only did the biblical prophets discern God’s will, however – they also shared it with
the community. Sometimes this message was encouraging. Isaiah proclaimed to the
people, “Like birds hovering overhead, so the Lord of hosts will protect Jerusalem; he
will protect it and deliver it, he will spare and rescue it (31: 5)...” At other times, God’s
message to the people was harder to hear, as when God revealed to young Samuel that
there would be a judgement against Eli and his descendants...

First there was God revealing his will, for the faithful who were listening... The second
step is for you and for me to reveal God’s saving purposes... We share God’s purposes by
what we do and what we say, and how we say it...



Sometimes it’s pretty clear what we are supposed to say, or what we are supposed to do.
At other times, we might be less certain – especially if we need to challenge one another.
Paul’s advice to the Corinthians still rings true today, “Let all that you do be done in
love.”  “Let all that you do be done in love. (First Corinthians 16: 14)” 

If we aren’t sure what to do or what to say, to communicate God’s purposes, we can ask,
“What is the most loving response?...” If we still aren’t sure, that’s one of the blessings of
belonging to the family of God – we can seek out someone we trust in the congregation,
and talk it over with them...

Over 3000 years ago, God spoke into young Samuel’s life, and Samuel became a prophet.
This prophetic message was needed, to temper the impulses of rulers long ago. It was a
process of listening carefully and humbly for God, and sharing God’s message...

Many years have passed, but the same God is at work among his people, building his
Church and establishing his kingdom, in preparation for the great and final reunion. In
our generation, may we listen for the Lord, revealed by the Spirit of Jesus, and may we
graciously live and speak it out.  Let all that we do be done in love.

Thanks be to God.
 


