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"Do You Hear What I Hear? 

1 Samuel 3:1-10 
 
  As I age, I discover a greater temptation toward cynicism. To paraphrase our 
preaching lesson, I sometimes think, "Can anything positive happen in this 
circumstance?" The news media blasts us with a constant stream of ‘bad news.' It is 
rare to hear good news at all. In my cynicism, I marvel when good news is reported. 
For me, if I don't watch myself, I fall prey to the temptation to believe what the media 
sells. Despair for our world is the product. 
 
  In Eli and Samuel's day, did they have the same temptations? It is true that 
theophanies (God visits to earth before Jesus) were rare and, as a result, the vision 
of God's people was local, not universal. When God seems silent, does that mean God 
is mute? Or, does it mean that in Sam and Eli's day, no one was listening?  
 

Like my tendency to give into desolation, had God's people in Shiloh stopped 
being hopeful? Were even the most faithful ready to call it quits? Was God too busy 
to impart a word? Eli had grown physically blind, but was he also spiritually blind? 
   
  After hearing Eli and Samuel’s story, perhaps a timeline would be helpful. In 
Israel's history, Eli and Sammy lived before King Saul (who would never be a St. 
Paul!) and King David. The Temple had yet to be built, and the Israelites were just 
twelve tribes, loosely connected. The male heads of each family and the judges made 
up the leadership, and Eli was such a priestly judge. 
 

What held these tribes together was their faith in God, and God's covenant 
with them. Since the Temple had yet to be built, these people worshiped where the 
Ark of the Covenant was. The ark was the physical symbol of God's presence with 
the people. 

 
These believers had built a huge tent, a kind of sanctuary, and Eli was their 

priest. This position was handed down in his family. Don't say that nepotism doesn't 
work! Actually, in Eli's case it didn't. His sons were immoral, disrespectful, and 
unsuitable as priests. 
 



 

  It is in this caldron of uncertainty that Samuel was raised. He was tasked with 
serving Eli, who could no longer physically perform his priestly duties.  
 

 I remember my first nightmare. I was about four years old, and our family 
lived in a twelve-foot travel trailer attached to a garage. My brother and I slept in the 
trailer. One evening I rolled off my makeshift bed and awakened on the floor. 
Apparently, toys had found their way under the bed. To me, they were not toys but 
something terrifying! That may be the reason I’ am uncomfortable being alone at 
night!  
 
  Anyway, when Samuel first heard God's voice, he might have been sleeping in 
the tent-shrine, nearby Eli. Picture this adolescent man-child, perhaps wrapped in a 
blanket, asleep. Then he has a nightmare. Well, hearing the voice of God address you 
personally would be frightening, especially if God hadn't been around for a while! 
Notice Samuel's reply wasn't negative; he knew it wasn't a nightmare. He simply 
arose, approached Eli, and asked, “Whatcha need?”  
 
  I am not a deep sleeper, but apparently Sam is because, for him the third time 
is the charm.  
  
  Have you ever wondered what Eli thought about all of this? Did the green 
monster of jealousy rear it ugly head? Or, calling on past spiritual experience, did Eli 
sense the presence of God's voice? 
 
  Whatever he was pondering, his answer to Samuel’s inquiry was audacious. 
"Go back to bed and listen for God's voice." Samuel obeyed and became a penultimate 
prophet of God. He was brave and honored God in his life and service. 
 
  So, how does this apply to you and me today? We can use this story to ask 
ourselves: "When God speaks to me am I listening? And if I am paying attention am I 
willing to be obedient?" 
  
  When the Church universal, the body of Jesus, falls into silence the world hurts. 
Greg Fromholtz writes, "The Church, the Bride, has gotten dusty with inertia, but I 
have seen old brides dance, and it's beautiful."* When the church is open, listening to 
God as a habit and answering, then the hungry are fed, the thirsty are quenched, and 
justice is restored. 
 



 

  Our hope is based in a God who is intractable, obstinate, and stubborn! God 
never gives up on anything or anyone, because he knows who we are and who we 
may become. And, to quote Pastor Bob, "You can't do a darn thing about it!" God's 
plans do not depend upon us. St. Paul writes in Romans 5:8 "But God shows his love 
for us, because while we were still sinners Christ died for us." (CEB) God comes to us, 
not the other way around. The God we look for is the God that has already found us. 
 
    And when God arrives he doesn't categorize people. Young or old, female or male, 
rich or poor, we are acceptable. Who God is and how God acts begs the question, 
"Will we allow God to use us for his glory?" You see, God's word is easy and yet 
sometimes it is difficult to listen to, and always challenging to do. It is demanding 
because it nearly always means change, moving forward, it does not allow us to be 
content with the status quo. 
   
  God's plan never changes: To love the world, only God's methods change. The 
needs of Eli and Samuel are the needs of our neighbors and our needs too. 
 
  Listen to Greg Fromholz once more: "This passion for living, this knowing, has 
been placed deep within each one of us, a soul tattoo that resonates. If we stop long 
enough to listen, we can find a deeper understanding of who we are, why we are, and 
ultimately who God is, as well as where we are meant to be. Your soul is a thousand 
beacons going out begging to soar."*  
 
Are you ready to fly? Alleluia. Amen 
 
*Fromholz, Greg. (2015). "Broken: Restoring Trust Between the Sacred and the 
Secular." Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. 
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
 


