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Reflection for 24 January 2021— Listening for God 
I Samuel 3 and John 1:43-50 
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

 

On Sunday morning, I will be asking folks what words or phrases caught their attention  

in the scripture we will hear.   

What jumped out at me as I prepared this week, in the light of what is happening in our 

world, were two particular thoughts in the reading from the Hebrew Scripture. The 

second sentence of I Samuel 3 is: “The word of the LORD was rare in those days; 

visions were not widespread.”  

And near the end of the story, it says: “And Samuel said, ‘Speak, for your servant is 

listening.’ “ 

The reason that we read scripture each week is to find inspiration or something to 

reflect on for our lives today. Otherwise, it is just an old story. So why do it?  

The amazing thing is that, if we listen and sit with it, we will—more likely than not—find 

something that connects for us. Those two sentences were what connected for me this 

week. “The word of the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” 

“And Samuel said, ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’ “ 

“The word of the LORD was rare in those days; [and] visions were not widespread.” 

Even though our contexts are vastly different from those in the time of Eli and Samuel, 

do you identify with that statement for today, too? Your minister certainly does not 

literally live at the church like Eli lived in the Temple. And no one who has prayed long 

for a baby has ever brought their longed-for child for me to raise to serve the Lord, as 

Hannah did with her precious son Samuel.  

But that part about words from God being rare and visions not widespread? THAT 

certainly resonates, depending on what we are expecting. Nevertheless, the story tells 

us God DID speak to Samuel and called him to be God’s messenger. And because of 

Eli’s sage mentoring, the child Samuel was able to respond, “Speak, for your servant is 

listening.”  

The word of the Lord may be rare these days, but I heard it multiple times this week in 

the Inauguration activities in Washington D.C. We rarely hear Canadian politicians 

quote scripture, for multiple reasons, including our sensitivity to being a multicultural, 

multi-faith society. In contrast, politicians and leaders in the country to our south quote 

the Bible frequently.  
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So, yes, there was Bible quoting in Washington last Wed, including in the poem “The 

Hill We Climb” by 22 year old Amanda Gorman. Actually, her quote was a quote of a 

quote, giving a nod to the play Hamilton, in which George Washington quotes Micah 

4:4. (Everyone shall sit under their own vine and fig tree and no one shall make them 

afraid.) 

But the word of God was present in so many other ways, not just in the poet laureate’s 

work, but in other speeches and actions, as well as in the respectful “tone” of the whole 

event. I heard it, for example, in the vision put forth for working for justice and for 

caring for those who are sick and dying, especially from the pandemic.   

How do we hear God’s voice? And how do we know it is God? I sometimes realize I 

am hearing God when I unexpectedly find myself in tears or laughing. When those 

things happen, I know something deep is happening and that it is time to pay attention. 

That happened quite a few times on Wednesday.  

Other times God’s word comes through the words of particular songs. The verses I 

chose for us to sing from today’s hymns particularly spoke to me in connecting to the 

lessons we heard today. They felt like words from God. 

Sometimes we find ourselves within an extraordinary coincidence that feels like much 

more than just coincidence. When that happens, my antennae go up. Do yours? 

Eric was a journalist, but began to feel that there was more to life than he had 
known. He took a course at his church where they studied spiritual gifts. Near the 
end of the course, his pastor asked this question, “If you knew you could not fail, 
what would you do?” Eric’s answer was, “Well, I think I would preach.” 

After the final session, his pastor mentioned to Eric that a small country church was 
looking for a supply minister. Just that day, the area minister had asked that pastor 
if he knew anyone who was interested in preaching at Elkland Christian Church. 

Eric said, “No, you don't understand. I think I might like to preach 'someday.'" 

He went home that night very confused. His oldest daughter Emily picked up on   
his mood and asked what was wrong. He told her what had happened and they 
consulted a map to find Elkland. 

Emily said, “Dad, have you tried reading Psalm 91?” They got out her Bible and 
read it together. Psalm 91 begins, "You who live in the shelter of the Most High . . . 
will say to the Lord, 'My refuge and my fortress; my God in whom I trust.'" Near the 
end it says, "When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be with them in trouble, 
I will rescue them and honor them. With long life I will satisfy them, and show them 
my salvation." 
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Those verses spoke to Eric. He asked Emily why she suggested that psalm and 
she said, “Oh, it was just on my mind.” 

“Emily, you’re 10 years old. Psalm 91 wasn’t ‘just on your mind.’” 

“Yes it was.” …“No it wasn’t” 

Finally, she said, "When we were at summer church camp a couple of weeks ago, 
the boys came over and tried to scare all of us girls in the middle of the night. Our 
cabin counselor read us Psalm 91. I got a card from her today and she wrote, 
‘Remember Psalm 91.’ So, yes, it was on my mind. Her name is Judy. Oh, and 
Dad, she's from Elkland."  Eric had been pastor of Elkland Christian Church for 5 
years when he shared that story with colleagues.i 

God speaks to different people in different ways. Other people’s experiences may or 

may not be useful to hear, because each will experience God’s speaking in a different 

way. And how do we know if it really is from God and not our imagination or wishful 

thinking or even mental illness? 

One way we know it is for real from God is when the message is reinforced by hearing 

it again in a different way. There is part of this story of the boy Samuel that we didn’t 

hear this morning. Filling in that missing piece may illustrate what I mean. 

The priesthood was hereditary. Since Eli had two sons, it was expected that they would 

do what the men of his family do: serve as priests. But they had abused their positions 

of authority. They had taken the best portions of sacrifices for themselves and slept 

with women who were there to serve. In the previous chapter, Eli had just learned this 

unwelcome news, that his sons had dishonored their office as priests and disgraced 

themselves and their family. Eli was told by an unknown visitor that the sons will both 

die on the same day and the family line will come to an end. In their place, God will 

raise up a new faithful priest and a new family line will serve. When our part of the 

story opens, Eli has received this word of judgment and is waiting to see how the 

prophecy will be fulfilled.  

While Eli is waiting, this strange night happens when the boy Samuel keeps waking 

him up. After the third time that Samuel comes to him saying, “Here I am,” Eli realizes it 

is not just typical kid behaviour in the middle of the night, asking for more water or even 

sleep-walking. Something different is going on. This time, he sends Samuel back to 

bed with special instructions, suddenly sure that it is the Lord who is calling him. 

Thinking about this from Eli’s point of view, imagine what he might have felt, lying there 

awake in the middle of the night. Does he feel jealous? How would you feel? The word 

of the Lord is rare in that time, but Eli is the priest. He has been the priest for all these 

years and now God speaks, but not to him or his sons. 
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The next morning, Eli asks Samuel, “What did God tell you?” Samuel doesn’t want to 

tell him that his family line is going to be cut out of the priesthood forever. At his age, 

he likely did not understand all the implications, but he knew it wasn’t good.   

After Eli encourages Samuel to tell him, even though the child tells him very bad news, 

Eli isn’t angry at the messenger, recognising “It is the Lord.” What’s his clue? It’s the 

second time he’s heard this message, confirming the first one.  

Samuel and Eli combine their separate knowledge and experiences to help each 

other. Just as Eric and his pastor and Eric and his daughter combined theirs. Like 

them, when we are wondering whether the message we think we hear is God’s,     

other people who are also in the habit of listening to God can help us discern.ii  

How do we listen? How do YOU listen? Do we expect to hear God’s voice? 

Often it happens that we realize something important is getting through to us when   

we take time to be silent. But do we do enough of that intentional quiet in prayer?         

I often have good intentions, especially starting a new season or a new year, and  

begin a kind of spiritual practice with reading a carefully chosen book. If we are doing  

a special study series, such as during Lent, I focus on that material. It occurs to me, 

though, that when reading—even devotional or theological material—my mind is 

definitely not silent. It’s quite busy with ideas, possibilities, perhaps even critique. 

Unfortunately, I do not tend to stick to that discipline of morning reading for very long 

anyway. The gratitude group last spring broke my record, as we met for several 

months and I almost had a new habit going. Almost.  

It occurs to me that such a habit (or spiritual discipline) is not what this story from 

Hebrew scripture invites us to consider doing. What would happen if we empty our 

minds for even a few minutes daily and just listen for God. Doing that goes against 

every notion that we have to be productive, doing something all the time. But consider 

joining me in trying. Even for five or ten minutes daily.  

Being part of the chair yoga group helps me “get” how to do that. We meet on Zoom 

now, since we can’t be together in the Gathering Place at church. The focus on 

breathing as we begin our practice helps empty the mind of distractions. 

The Season of Epiphany, in addition to focussing on the revelation of who Jesus is,    

is also a season of learning about discipleship, which we will continue to focus on       

in weeks ahead. Last week, we talked about Jesus’ baptism into his ministry. In our 

own baptism we are all called to discipleship, wherever we are. The work of the people 

of God in the world carries on the ministry of Jesus as his followers. 
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The gospel for this week tells of Jesus calling a few of his first disciples. “Can    

anything good come from Nazareth?” Nathanael asked in this story. Just as this      

man from backwater Nazareth, born out of wedlock and adopted as the son of              

a simple carpenter, responded to God’s call, so can we. We are all called and       

gifted for ministry where we are, through our discipleship. 

Are your ears tingling? 

As we move through the rest of this pandemic—and this intentional interim ministry, 
with decisions to make about who EPUC will be together—let us together say    
“Speak, Lord, for your servants are listening.”   
  

i Kathy Donley, “Can You Hear Me Now?” a sermon on I Samuel 3:1-20, preached at Emmanuel Baptist Church on January 15, 2012, 

posted on PRCL on 15 January 2015. 
ii Ibid. 

                                                             


