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“Samuel: One who hears God’s Call.”
1 Samuel 3: 1-20
January 15th, 2012

Intro:
Two men were talking over coffee one day. One of them said: "I'm concerned about my wife. She talks to herself a lot these days." The other man said: "Mine does too, but she doesn't know it. She thinks I'm listening."  

Listening … it’s a necessity to hear God’s call.   Our focus for these next couple months will be to look at a number of scriptures relating to God’s call. Not only were people in the Bible called… like Samuel in this scripture or Paul and Jesus as we saw these past few weeks … but we too are called by God.   
 
Still, like the man with his wife we sometimes neglect listening to God. So we might miss hearing that call.  In this scripture it speaks to us about how to truly hear God’s voice.  
The reality is God still speaks today and if we are willing to listen, God may speak to us as well.  

1) The problem of hearing 
Possibly you thought that God’s call was for only a select few … then take comfort because that is exactly where the scripture begins. From the start this passage states outright, “the word of the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.”  If we’re honest, that describes our culture in many ways. For many people, that’s where they are at.   

Many of us today are in need of direction from God.   It might be trying to decide about a job for some.  For others it might be that they are wondering about whether to pursue a certain relationship. There are those who are just looking for some confirmation that God is there and is pointing out for them where to go next. The voice of God can seem rare … and so we can wonder does God still speak?   

If we are honest…the first problem we encounter when hearing God’s call is that at times God’s voice can seem silent.  We ask will God actually speak to me (like those in the Bible.) We want to be able to hear like Abraham the direct blessing of God.  To be given the direct command from a burning bush to lead the Jews out of Egypt like Moses... and to be able to wake out of sleep and hear the call of God like Samuel. It would be nice to hear God’s voice so clearly.   

We wonder if God will speak. We might first ask do we take time to really listen. We would like God to show us what to do, but then we don’t even give God a chance to say anything.  Yes it can seem like at times God is silent. Often the real problem is that our vision of God’s presence has begun to fade.  

That’s how this passage describes Eli... one whose vision was fading. It was more than his physical eyesight…it was that he had begun to lose sight of God’s vision for his life and the nation of Israel.     

The scripture begins where we often find ourselves: being in a place of uncertainty, a place where visions are few and far between, a place where the Word of God seems silent. Thankfully, the story doesn’t just leave us there. Instead a glimmer of hope breaks through.  

Though Eli’s eyesight had grown dim, though his vision of God’s presence in the world had begun to flicker, though he had grown tired and was falling away from God’s guidance, still it says that “the lamp of God had not gone out.” It meant that God was still there and God was still speaking. Today it is true as well.  The lamp of God has not gone out. 
Like Eli, we might seem to be in a fog that clouds our vision and our hearing God’s call.   

Maybe our vision of God has begun to fade, or maybe it’s that we have never even heard God’s voice before. In the midst of our culture today we even question whether God speaks anymore.  

Hear this … even in times when the Word of the Lord seems rare… the good news is that Lamp of God is still burning.  God still speaks… so are we ready to hear?   The struggle is how do we open ourselves up to listen to God?  Well, let’s just take the word fog for a moment to help us… Doug Fields, a pastor speaking to youth shared that when we are in the fog (FOG) of decision making …that we can look at three areas where we can listen…  

Ways to hear God through the fog 
The first way we can hear God’s voice is through our feelings.  
This is more than going with our impulses.  It’s consciously stopping for a moment and considering how are my deepest insides reacting to this and being conscious of what experiences occur or doors open up.  For instance, a new visitor at a previous church I served mentioned that there was a series of couple events that happened to her that led her to meet a person in our church. In that encounter she just felt completely at ease with this person.  It was a feeling of friendship that she had never had before. What was happening was that God was working in those situations and encounters to bring her into the church.   You may be nervous about an action and if you just stopped and considered it you could simply bring those feelings to God to see if He is speaking to you about a decision that is about to arise.   Maybe it is a combination of feelings that arise from a dream you have… I know a number of people who have had dreams that open up God’s direction for them.  Simply put our feelings can be indicators of what God is saying to us.  We also have to be careful though, for the problem is that feelings can be mistaken. In a way that’s what we see in this scripture.  As Samuel is awakened notice that he mistakes the voice of God for Eli.  At first Samuel was unable to discern that it was God who was speaking to him. Why? Well Samuel was not yet familiar with the ways of the Lord”.   The scripture says that the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. In other words Samuel was a young boy who did not yet know the Lord.  

2) We need each other to help discern the call of God  
Samuel was not experienced in God’s ways so he needed to seek out one who was so he went to Eli. 
The scripture reminds us that God has placed others in our lives to help us understand that call.  It was important for Samuel to have the insight of Eli in order to understand who was talking to him.  Likewise, we need to be open to helping each other discern what God is saying. We are to seek the input of God's servants.  Eli was an aged priest; though the scripture makes it clear that Eli was far from perfect...still it is useful for us to see that Eli had an important role in helping Samuel understand God’s call.  The scripture states that it was Eli who perceived that the Lord was calling Samuel.  Eli gives Samuel direction of how to respond to that call.   It demonstrates for us that in order to confirm God’s voice we need the help of others.  Often we are tempted to think of hearing God’s voice as merely a one-on-one thing.  That it is simply me and God communicating.  God often communicates through people he places in our lives.      

For instance I’ve shared before about a time in my life when I really felt like I heard God’s voice clearly.  It was when I was called into the ministry.  A person I had never met before came up to me and said they had a word from God for me.  The word was that I was to be a pastor.  This message was spoken in such a way that God’s voice was very clear to me. Even though God’s voice was apparent and spoke to me directly, my calling into the ministry still needed to be confirmed by others around me.  Between friends at school who I could really trust, other pastors and my family, I was able to discern God’s call more clearly.  In fact one of those friends who helped confirm my call is going to be our new district superintendant this coming year.  It’s always interesting to see how God’s still speaking through situations and fellow believers.
	
Today’s scripture challenges us to ask whether we have someone who helps us understand God's voice too.  Are we allowing ourselves to be open to other’s help?  Being in a small group and accountable to fellow Christians will help us to listen to God more closely. Those who are willing to help us discern God’s call are VIP's, Very Important People who are willing to invest time and wisdom into us.  As we are willing to share with others in small groups or a discipleship relationship, we can grow in our understanding of God’s voice. 

In addition, we are also challenged to be open to helping others understand God’s call in their lives.  Not only should we be open to having others help us with our call, but we should also be willing to help others with their call as well. This means taking time and investing in the people around us.  It takes effort and patience to be willing to invest in helping others discern God’s voice. Like Eli, before our sight grows too dim, we have been entrusted with the important task of passing along that wisdom.  We are called to help teach others to pray and listen for God.  In the gospel’s the disciples themselves asked Jesus to, “teach us to pray.”   
 
In fact, that brings up an interesting God incidence that came up this week.  During the Ruth Circle on Monday Rev. Mary Laub presented on this very thing… as she shared a number of ways to pray.  There was a lot of wonderful teaching we cannot cover all of it here a couple items were to have a place in your house set aside to pray listen … and that often lighting a candle can focus our attention on the presence of Christ with us. Simple acts of stilling our mind by saying a short phrase as a breath prayer (like Lord have mercy as we breath in on Lord and exhale on have mercy) can really be effective at teaching us to listen more.  The fact is we have trouble often with silence.  Part of praying is simply learning to be quite and listen (not for us just to talk.)

Not only can God speak through our feelings and not only does God speak to others… but ultimately God is able to speak directly to us.  The ultimate verification of hearing God’s voice is God himself… listening to God’s Word.  For us to hear that word we need to take the time.   That often means unplugging at least for a couple minutes a day … taking off the headphones … turning off the radio and T.V.  Sitting in silence and quietly reading God’s word.  It might be as simple as looking intently at a short passage of scripture and see if a word pops out at you.  While reading we’re invited to say the prayer request Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” the Lord has spoken in His Word and the Lord continues to speak to us today.  The Lord continues to call us to listen to what He has for us.  We need His voice not only to know which way to go but to have the strength to follow His call.  

The challenge becomes how we will respond. Speaking what God has said to us is at times very difficult. The message God gave to Samuel was not an easy one to pass along.  He had to tell Eli something that he did not want to.  It was a harsh message, one that took courage and strength to speak.  Sometimes we are given difficult tasks, even messages that can be hard to speak. 
Tomorrow will be the remembrance of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. who was given a difficult message to speak.   It’s interesting to see how his life is similar to the scripture.  In May, 1954, Martin Luther King, Jr. heard God calling him into the pastorate of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church of Montgomery, Alabama.   As he stood and looked out of this church he could see the Capital building.  The Capital loomed over the church as a sign of the past difficulties and the future challenges he would face.  It was a reminder of the centuries of suffering by African Americans from legalized slavery and Jim Crow. The city of Montgomery itself was a reminder of the cradle of the Confederacy. Here, Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederacy was inaugurated and the Confederate flag had its debut.  

In the midst of this place God called Martin Luther King to proclaim a message of freedom.  It was a message of hope but it was also a message that some did not want to hear.  A message that challenged people’s views...a message that eventually cost Martin Luther King his life.  He had a call built on strong feelings, confirmed by others and the needs around him … that was rooted in God’s word… and he responded to that call in boldness. 

In the same way God may be calling you today. 

Our message may or may not be as difficult as Martin Luther King’s but we are still called to speak it faithfully.  As we enter into the house of God today… the lamp of God is burning… lifting the fog from our eyes … and reminding us that God still speaks.  

Today God is calling your name. Calling as Samuel heard “Samuel, Samuel!”  Will you be ready to hear it? Are you listening? Do you feel him nudging you?  Will you open yourselves up to others who will help you through?  Will you let God’s Word give you direction in your life?  Will you respond as Samuel did? “Speak Lord for your servant is listening.”  
