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1 Samuel 3:1-20

Leading through Listening

What a great story.  I can just picture in my mind’s eye old, blind Eli trying to get some much needed rest.  And every time he is able to forget his aching joints and deep worries, and he lets out that little sigh that signals sleep, Samuel shakes him awake and says, “Here I am.  You called me?”  I can picture poor Samuel running back and forth from the temple to Eli’s room, eager to serve but perplexed and maybe miffed when Eli said it wasn’t him who called.  I imagine that Samuel questioned his aging mentor’s mental health.  Finally, after three calls by God, and three mistaken identities, Eli figured out what was going on and told Samuel that it was God calling and how Samuel should respond.   

This back and forth is funny, but tragic as well.  For it is more than just the tale of God’s call of a young boy and an old man’s initial confusion and then clarity.  It is a story of listening and obeying, of leading and following.  It is a story of endings and beginnings.  It is a story of judgment and grace.      

It was a hard time for the people of Israel.  Eli, the priest, had served God faithfully, but Eli’s sons did not.  They were corrupt scoundrels, with no regard for the God they claimed to serve or the people who depended on them.  By taking the meat that was intended as a sacrifice for God for themselves, they skimmed the twenties out of the offering plate.  These were the next leaders of Israel.  At this time there was no king or formal government – just a loose confederation of tribes brought together by the temple and the priests.

Threatened by corruption within, the Israelites were also threatened by an overwhelming army without.  Breathing down the necks of the Israelites were their enemies the Philistines, ready to attack and plunder at any moment of weakness.  


Adding insult to injury, our text says that “the word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” All seemed hopeless.  The people were desperate for a word from the Lord but God wasn’t speaking.  We can relate.  There are times when the authentic word of God is silent.  Perhaps God’s silence is God taking a breath and preparing to speak.  Perhaps God’s silence is a way of getting our attention so that we are ready to hear when God calls.  Perhaps God is whispering so that we have to be quiet and lean forward and pay even more attention so that we might listen, really listen for God’s word.  



We live in a time when many claim to speak for God, but I’m not sure how many really listen for God.  What we see in Samuel, and Eli are men who end up leading through listening.  It is something we sorely need, and is greatly missing from our society.  


In part, I think we know that listening for the word of God takes great courage. Listening for God is dangerous.  When God speaks, we are never asked to do something easy – just ask Martin Luther King, Jr.  God called him not to popularity or ease, but to take on the powers and principalities that insisted on the evil of oppression, segregation and racism.  It was that call that led him to be imprisoned, threatened and killed.  


I wonder if it is that fear of following God after hearing God speak that closes our ears.  In his book Callings, Gregg Levoy writes, “Unfortunately, we often simply tune out the longings we feel, rather than confront and act on them.  Perhaps we do not really forget our calls but we fear what they might demand of us in pursuing them.  Anticipating the conniption of change blocks us from acknowledging that we do know, and always have known, what our calls are.”


The young Samuel was called by God to give bad news to Eli.  The days of power for Eli and his family were at an end.  God’s judgment was at hand.  This is not news for Eli.  God delivered the same message to Eli just a few verses before the story we read today.  Martin Luther King, Jr. was called to give bad news to those who wanted to maintain power and control by excluding others from access to power that was rightfully theirs.  Both men were called to speak a hard word of truth.  We know from our own experience how difficult this can be.  When we’ve had to confront a friend who has hurt our feelings, a family member who we believe is doing damage to themselves or someone else, when we need to confront someone for not living up to commitments.  We’ve all been in situations where injustice seemingly great or small was being committed – a boss mistreating an employee, a teacher picking on a student, a bully abusing someone smaller, a situation in a grocery store parking lot that looks like it could escalate to abuse.  We’ve all heard the joke about Jews or homosexuals or women that makes us uncomfortable and we know we should say something.  We know we need to speak a word of truth.    Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “In the End, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.”

Though I am impressed by Samuel’s ability to hear the word of God, I find Eli more remarkable.  Eli after all, has a lot to lose.  He is chief priest and with his sons is really the ruling class.  He has not heard the word of God in a long time, and now, young Samuel, wakes him in the middle of the night with news that Someone (with a capital “S”)is calling him.   Whatever grief Eli feels that God is calling to Samuel and not to him, Eli is able to manage that and say to Samuel in the morning, “What did the Lord say to you?  Don’t hide anything from me.”  And then Eli accepts the words of judgment by simply acknowledging that God is God.

On this Martin Luther King weekend, I often wonder if I could be like Martin Luther King?  If called, would I have the courage and perseverance to face injustice head on, to lead others in putting their lives in jearpordy for the good of all.  A good question for all of us, I suppose.  But perhaps the better question for us in this congregation which is mostly made up of folks on the other side of the racial divide – how would we respond to King’s message?  Would we dig our feet in like George Wallace?  Would we be like the white moderate that King called the, “Negro’s great stumbling block…in his stride toward freedom.”  Would I have been in the great chorus of voices that was “more dedicated to order than to justice, who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice…”  Would I be among those who were implicated by King’s statement:  “Shallow understanding by people of good will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will.  Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright rejection.”


If the word of the Lord is rare and visions are few – I wonder if it’s just because we aren’t listening.  Sometimes we are called to speak God’s truth.  And sometimes we have the even more difficult task of hearing it that truth spoken to us.  May God grant us courage and grace to be both Samuel and Eli. 
� Gregg Levoy, Callings: Finding and Following an Authentic Life, Three Rivers Press, New York, p. 3.
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