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When Hannah prayed for a child and 
placed him in the care of Eli the priest 
in thanksgiving for his very life did 
she have any inkling that this would 
be the way his story would unfold? 
That he would be the one who would 
see the fall of Eli’s Family and that he 
would be known as an honest and 
trustworthy prophet of the Lord.   
 
When we like Hannah pray and place 
our trust in the Lord for ourselves and 
those we love we do so with 
expectations or rather hopes and 
dreams for what our lives might be - 
and often times God’s plan for our 
lives takes unexpected and 
unanticipated turns.   
 
Scripture is full of vocational stories 
of unlikely people being called for 
extraordinary lives- from Abraham 
and Sarah who were too old to have 
children yet became the ancestors to 
countless generations; Matthias who 
was called to take over where Judas 
Iscariot’s ministries ended; and Saul 
who was called 
Paul after his conversion on the road 
to Emmaus 

 
Through these and so many more 
examples we have a multitude of 
examples of how we might be able to 
listen for and hear God’s voice in our 
lives. But what is unique about 
Samuel's call is that it is a call that Eli 
had been waiting to hear his whole 
life.   
 
Eli was the one who had waited and 
listened and prayed and tried to do 
what was right in the eyes of the Lord.  
He tried to raise God fearing children 
who would take on the mantle of 
priesthood and carry on the temple 
cult.  He had worked his whole life 
expecting to be instructed by the 
Lord, which is precisely why he 
recognized the call when it came - just 
not to himself- to the boy Samuel.   
 
I wonder if this isn’t a model for how 
we can be better followers of God in 
the 21st century.  How many 
Christians are hoping for God to call 
us by name in the middle of the night? 
When facing decisions or diagnoses 
when wondering what will happen 
next we turn to God for answers. But 
what may be the case is that the 
practice of listening in our own lives 
prepares us to recognize when God 
speaks in others lives.   
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As a sometimes practitioner of 
contemplative prayer - who now when 
I find an hour of time when I can sit 
in silence immediately falls asleep- I 
know the importance of Holy 
Listening. I can attest that when I was 
a regular practitioner of centering I 
found myself being a better listener 
when I interacted with people, 
because I was intentional about 
spending at least an hour a week 
listening for God.  But honestly, 
despite having that dedicated time set 
aside to listen for God’s call, I didn’t 
hear anything in those hours I spent 
waiting.  When two times that I have 
actually heard God’s voice in 
moments of consolation it was 
completely unexpected and 
unanticipated, once when I was 
knitting a scarf for the Seamen’s 
Church Institute and the other was 
right before I interviewed with the 
Commission on Ministry for my 
candidacy for Holy Orders, but it was 
undoubtedly God’s voice I heard and 
it was affirmed by my spiritual 
director and trusted friends and 
spiritual people who also had 
practiced “listening” based prayer.  
 
In corporate worship there isn’t much 
corporate listening.  We have pauses 
and moments of silence in the liturgy 
but I will be honest and say that I 

remember one of my field ed 
supervisors telling me that when I 
would read the prayers of the people I 
should never pause for more than 5 
Mississippi’s because Episcopalians 
get squirmy when they are left to 
listen to silence for too long.   
 
But I find myself thinking about all 
the hours of silence that this building 
holds and I imagine Samuel and Eli at 
all the hours guarding the Temple and 
waiting and listening for the Lord.  Eli 
had been waiting his whole life, he 
was old and blind and faithful.  He 
knew that God had a plan, and he 
knew that his children were not living 
into the plan, they were taking 
advantage of their status as priests and 
they were blasphemous, and he knew 
they had strayed from the righteous 
path.  But Eli was righteous and he 
waited for the Lord.  It wasn’t like 
they were sitting in the temple playing 
candy crush.  They were there to wait 
for the Lord, to keep watch like a 
sentinel on the wall.   
 
So when  the Lord spoke to Samuel, 
Eli was ready to help him understand 
what was going on.  And he was 
ready to hear what the Lord said, 
regardless of what the outcome may 
be.  
 



 
 
3 

Are we equally prepared to hear what 
the Lord is saying to us? Or are we so 
caught up in our prayers of petition, 
intercession, and glorifying the Lord 
that we neglect to listen for God’s 
voice?  Or when we hear God’s voice 
are we afraid to share what we have 
heard with others?  
 
Sometimes what we hear needs to be 
interpreted by others.  This is as true 
today as it was when Eli and Samuel 
were in the temple.  Let me share with 
you a story which goes back about 30 
years, and is now a family legend.  
When we lived in Narragansett Rhode 
Island we lived on one side of a 
housing development and one of my 
classmates lived on the other side.  
One day after school I asked my mom 
if I could take my bike over to 
Miranda’s house.  She said yes.  This 
was a huge deal because I never got to 
cross the main road by myself before, 
so I climbed on my bike and rode 
over to Miranda’s.  I pulled in the 
driveway dropped my bike and 
walked up to the front door.  I rang 
the bell.  And I heard a voice say “ 
Come in, its open”  I turned the knob 
and pushed on the door, and it didn’t 
budge.  I walked to the side door, 
where we usually went in after we 
played in the yard.  Turned that knob, 
not so much as a jiggle, I tapped on 

the glass and hear it again clear as day 
a voice saying “come in its open” I 
cup my hands over my eyes, see the 
lights aren’t on and the TV is off.  I 
climb back on my bike and ride home.  
I walk in the house disappointed, and 
not really sure what happened.  I call 
Miranda’s house and leave a message 
saying “I came over to visit, and 
someone kept telling me the door was 
open, but the doors were all locked 
and I was really sad we didn’t get to 
play”.  A few hours later my phone 
rings and its Miranda, and she says, 
“We went out to dinner tonight, just 
got your message, sorry for the 
confusion, but I guess I never told you 
we have a parrot.” 
 
What I learned that day is that I don’t 
trust everything I hear, even if I am 
absolutely sure that what I heard was 
true.  I usually check and double 
check before making a decision, 
before trusting that I heard someone 
correctly , before moving forward in a 
new and unexpected way.  Don’t 
break your arm trying to open a door 
before you find out if they have a 
parrot.   
 
Our relationship with one another in 
church is the way that we can discern 
if a call is from God or if the call is 
from our own subconscious.    We are 
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each other’s Eli’s.  Throughout our 
lives we have many people who we 
go to for advice, and discernment is 
not only the charism of  the old, I 
assure you.    But it is our vocation as 
a community of faithful people to 
hold one another accountable in our 
baptismal covenants, as a presider 
over the sacrament of baptism I have 
long believed that the most important 
question in our Baptismal Liturgy is 
the one which says: Will you who 
witness these vows do all in your 
power to support these persons in 
their life in Christ? And the People 
answer We will. 
 
We will care for one another, we will 
listen to what God is saying in one 
another’s and we will recognize that 
sometimes what one of our brothers 
and sisters in Christ is hearing from 
God, maybe damaging to us our our 
expectations of God- that was 
certainly the case for Eli-  I doubt he 
expected that as a priest and faithful 
person that he would be told that no 
amount of sacrifice would be able to 
expiate the sins of his sons.  However 
he listened for the voice of God and 
was able to hear it when Samuel 
spoke.   
 
How are we hearing the truths that our 
brothers and sisters are speaking? 

What is our reaction when that truth 
calls into question what we believe to 
be true? Are we willing to entertain it 
as possibly that the word of God, may 
be different than what it has been in 
the past, or different than what we 
expect it to be?  
 
When we listen for God’s voice in our 
lives, we listen with open hearts and 
minds, and when we listen honestly 
and earnestly to our brothers and 
sisters who claim that God has spoken 
to them we ought to do so with open 
hearts and minds and recognize like 
Eli that God’s will, will be done, 
regardless of our own expectations.   
 
  


