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I Samuel 3  
 

“Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under Eli.  The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not 
widespread.  At that time, Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his room; the 
lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was.  Then the 
Lord called, “Samuel!  Samuel!”  and he said, “Here I am!” and ran to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.”  But he 
said, “I did not call; lie down again.”  So he went and lay down. . . . Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of 
the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.  The Lord called Samuel again, a third time.  And he got up and went to Eli, and 
said, “Here I am, for you called me.”  Then Eli perceived that the Lord was calling the boy.  Therefore Eli said to Samuel, 

“Go, lie down; if he calls you, you shall say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  So Samuel went and lay down in his 
place.  Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel!  Samuel!”  And Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant 
is listening.”  Then the Lord said to Samuel, “See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who 

hears it tingle.   On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end . . . 
Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the Lord.  Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli.  
But Eli called Samuel and said, “Samuel, my son.”  He said, “Here I am.” . . . So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing 
from him.  Then he said, “It is the Lord; let him do what seems good to him.”  As Samuel grew up, the Lord was with him and 
let none of his words fall to the ground.  And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a trustworthy prophet of 
the Lord.  The Lord continued to appear at Shiloh, for the Lord revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord.” 
 
 
 It had been a rough time lately at the Temple at Shiloh; which for 
our purposes this morning, we’ll refer to as First Samuel UMC.  Oh, First 
Samuel UMC did had a beautiful facility.  I think Its Fellowship Hall was 
built with the help of a grant from Joe Mann and Robb Webb and the 
Duke Endowment, who I think were making grants back then.  But 
beneath the beauty of its external façade, First Samuel UMC was 
crumbling within.  Its older pastor, Eli, was struggling with health 
problems.  And more troubling even than his health problems were Eli’s 
family problems, his struggles with what his two sons, Hophni and 
Phineas, who were also the associate pastors of the congregation.  
Apparently these associate pastors, Hophni and Phineas, were laundering 
money from the offering plate.  As if stealing wasn’t bad enough, on top 
that these associate pastors were regularly committing adultery with other 
staff members.  (And you think your church has problems.)   
 
 
 



 We don’t know what had led Hophni and Phineas to that point in 
their lives, what led them to do what they were doing.  Maybe Hophni and 
Phineas had once started out as deeply faithful pastors who wanted only 
to serve their Lord.  But maybe slowly over time the frustrations and 
temptations and weariness of ministry led them to slowly and subtly 
exchange call for career, a servant’s stipend for a swollen salary, and the 
passionate pursuit of deep holiness to the persistent pursuit of a 
superficial happiness.   
 

Then, maybe one day Hophni and Phineas woke up and could no 
longer hear God in their lives.  They had spent so long neglecting God’s 
call that they could no longer hear it altogether.  It was no longer real.  
And not only could they no longer hear the voice of their heavenly Father, 
they could no longer hear the words of their earthly father, Eli, trying to 
get them to return to God.  The Scripture sums it up by simply saying 
that Hophni and Phineas “would not listen to the voice of their father.”  
They would not listen to the voice of their father.        

 
But the associate pastors at First Samuel UMC were not the only 

ones who could no longer hear God’s call in Shiloh.  The people could not 
hear either.  Scripture says that “the word of the Lord was rare in those 
days; visions were not widespread.”  Perhaps God was speaking, but the 
people weren’t attentive enough to any longer hear God’s voice.  Maybe, 
like with Hophni and Phineas, if you ignore God for long enough, it 
becomes harder and harder to hear what God is saying to you everyday.   

 
At the end of the C. S. Lewis’ “The Chronicles of Narnia,” the little 

girl Lucy is worried about the stubborn Dwarves who are refusing to enter 
into the new Narnia because they just refuse to believe in it.  So Lucy 
turns to the lion Aslan.  ““Aslan,” she says through her tears, “could you-
will you- do something for these poor Dwarves?”  ““Dearest,” sys Aslan, I 
will show you both what I can, and cannot do.”  So Aslan comes close to 
the Dwarves and gives a low growl that sets all the air to shaking.  But the 
Dwarves make no response to the sound.  Instead they just say to one 
another, “Hear that?  That’s just the gang at the other end of the Stable.  
Trying to frighten us. . . . Don’t take any notice of it.”  The Dwarves have 
turned away from the truth so long that their spiritual hearing is 
damaged:  they are unable to hear Aslan’s great growl for what it is.   
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That hearing loss doesn’t just happen to Dwarves, over time it can 

very easily happen to us, and it can happen to a church.  A few months 
after one of our United Methodist Bishops was named to the episcopacy, 
he was asked by a reporter, “What’s it like being a bishop?”  The bishop 
said, “Well, uh, it’s kind of like working with a cell phone company.  I 
drive around to our churches, talking with people, and in some places the 
connection is good.  But in other places there are all of these dead zones, 
this static, it’s like people can’t hear what I’m saying.”   
 

The inability to hear.  Richard Lischer’s book, “The End of Words,” 
argues that that kind of crisis of communication is at the heart of our 
struggle to follow Jesus in the modern world.  We struggle to truly hear 
what God is saying to us:  sometimes just because there are so many 
other shouting voices out there.  After all, in a world where the average 
person is subjected to 6,000 messages a day, how can he or she hear the 
Gospel, be able to listen for the call of God above the din? 

 
And perhaps at other times people don’t struggle to hear God’s call 

isn’t because of all the background noise, but maybe instead sometimes 
we fail to hear because of a kind of stubbornness, because we refuse to do 
what is necessary to truly listen.  Having dinner recently at a Church 
Fellowship Hall, I sat with a family whose wonderful little pig-tailed girl 
was really talkative and outgoing.  She told me everything about her pony, 
and her school, and her little sister practically without taking a breath.  
But when the little girl got up to get seconds, her Mom leaned over and 
explained her daughter’s wordiness to me.  The mom said,  “She has a 
hearing problem, but she refuses to put her hearing aid in because she 
doesn’t like it.  So instead of listening to other people, to make up for it, so 
she doesn’t miss anything, she just talks all the time.” 

 
 Sometimes we can’t hear the call of God above the background noise.  
Sometimes we refuse to do what is necessary for us to hear, so to fill the 
silence, we just talk all the time.  And at other times, I think we can hear 
but just tune God out because we don’t like the message.  My friend 
knows a young couple that was married for five months when the new 
wife sent her new husband to the audiologist.  She thought he had a 
hearing problem.  Turns out, he didn’t have a hearing problem, he had a 
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listening problem!  The hearing tests came back fine:  his hearing was 
great, he had just apparently learned already how to tune out his spouse 
when he didn’t want to listen!  (It takes most couples longer than five 
months for that to happen.)      
 
 Whatever the reason for it, there are times in my life, and in the 
church’s life, where we cannot or do not or will not hear God’s call.  Times  
when we fit the description in Acts 28:27:  “This people’s heart has grown 
dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes, so 
that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and 
understand with their heart, and so turn – and I would heal them.”   
 
 Back at First Samuel UMC, it was a time like our own, when the 
Word of the Lord was rarely heard, and true visions were not widespread.  
That verse from Acts spoke of a people who had shut their eyes:  well, 
pastor Eli’s eyes are shut.  The Scripture says “his eyesight had begun to 
grow dim so that he could not see.”  Eli can no longer see the way 
forward.  The future is literally and figuratively hidden from his eyes.   
 

There is no vision at First Samuel UMC.  But there is still a light.  
Significantly, the Scripture says that “the lamp of God had not yet gone 
out.”  The lamp that lit the holies of holies at night, it was still burning.  
The lamp of God had not yet gone out.  And it’s at that time, when night 
has just began to turn to day, even when pastor and congregation are 
asleep on the job, that the voice of God speaks to First Samuel UMC. 

 
That voice of God doesn’t just call once.  In our story and in our hard 

of hearing lives, thankfully God is calling not just once, but continually, 
again and again.  The fist time God speaks to Samuel (we’ll let Samuel 
represent the congregation), he calls his name twice:  “Samuel, Samuel!”  
And when Samuel doesn’t get it, God calls again.  And when Samuel still 
doesn’t get it, the Lord calls a third time, calling his name twice to be 
sure:  “Samuel!  Samuel!”  The calling of God never stops.  If we are able 
to truly discern God’s call, then we must begin by believing this, that God 
is continually calling, not just once, not just twice, but all the time, every 
single day.  In the 24 hours of everyday, God is calling us to be this and to 
do that.  Every hour of every day, even while we sleep, God is active and 
speaking, through the people that we meet, through the events of our 
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lives.  That we struggle to hear that God does not mean that God isn’t 
always communicating, offering communion, to us.  Our God is a 
loquacious, talkative, Pentecost God of many tongues, who created the 
world by the Word, and who now fills that world with his words to us.   
 

Tom Long remembers that when he was a child and did something 
bad, his mother would use that old expression and say, “Now, son that 
was uncalled for.”  Long writes, “That’s an interesting phrase, isn’t it?  
“Uncalled for.”  As if goodness were something that has to be called for.  
As if being a human being in the best since is to be someone who is called 
for.”  Long goes on and says, “The older I get, the more I realize that one of 
the deepest fears of any human being is that, at the end of the day, we 
will not be called for.  We are terrified that we could live our lives setting 
the clock, minding the store, tapping the keyboard, making the payments 
on the (car) or the boat, but finally not to be called for.”   

 
Deep down we think that we must summon up our life on our own; 

when what we truly need to be summoned by a mystery outside ourselves 
to a life of adventure and meaning.       

 
The Gospel-good-news of Jesus is that we are all called for, every 

day.  Jesus is always calling out to people, in countless ways.  The image 
we get in Scripture is of a world where every morning Lazarus is being 
summoned forth from the tomb, where every evening we are being called 
in for supper at God’s feast, where every day we are being beckoned 
forward like children playing Marco Polo in the pool.  The voice of God just 
goes on calling, and calling, and calling to us, beckoning our response 
(“Marco!”  “Marco!” “Polo!”).  And Jesus just goes on, calling, and calling, 
and calling every day, even when our eyes, like Eli’s, are shut, even when, 
like Samuel, we lack understanding, even when we don’t get it the first 
time, the second time, or even the third time. 
 
 If we truly believe this, the challenge then becomes learning how to 
hear that call, how to awaken our Spiritual ears, to recognize the voice of 
God that so often comes, as it did to Elijah in the cave, not in the wind, 
not in the earthquake, not in the fire, but as a still, small voice in the 
sheer silence.  
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 The story we’ve read of Eli and First Samuel UMC is a story about 
God’s continual call, and how we can hear that call together, to discern 
where God is calling us and our churches.  
 

(Discussion question here:  “But before we delve more deeply 
into the story, first I would like you to take just a couple of minutes 
and talk to the person next you about how you think we hear God’s 
call on our lives.  If God is continually calling, in what ways do you 
think God speaks, and how can we prepare ourselves to hear?”) 
 
 

Colin Morris was pastoring a small town on the Congo border in 
Africa when one morning there was a knock on his door.  When he opened 
the door, he saw there a stranger, a deeply tanned man dressed in shirts, 
shorts, and sandals, and carrying a backpack.  The man had obviously 
arrived at Colin Morris’ home on foot, which was odd, because his house 
was so isolated.  Who was this guy?  Soon the man stuck out his hand 
and introduced himself as Austin, and proceeded to tell his story.   

 
Austin said he had once been a soldier in World War II, and was 

badly wounded on D-Day.  While he was recuperating in the hospital he 
befriended a man from India who invited Austin to return with him to 
India after the war to study at the retreat center of a famous Hindu sage.  
So Austin went and began studying spirituality at this retreat center with 
the Hindu sage. Maybe the most important lesson he learned there was 
how the root of so much human unhappiness and wickedness is self-will, 
the determination to put yourself first, to direct you life only according to 
your own needs and wants.  But the famous Hindu sage had a unique 
way of teaching his students to overcome self-will:  so when Austin was 
ready, the sage sent him off to the nearest city with very specific 
instructions:  when Austin got to the city, he was to stop someone in the 
street, explain who he was and ask them, “Where should I go?”  And then 
he was to do just as he was told, whatever destination they said, he was 
to totally submit his will to some stranger he’d met on the street, and in 
that way to break his ego and learn trust and obedience.  The result was a 
journey of thousands of miles and wonderful adventures, as Austin would 
ask people “Where should I go?” and let them discern where he was being 
sent.  “Where should I go?”  Finally, Austin wound up on Colin Morris’ 

 6



doorstep, sent there by a man who had read one of his books.  Austin 
ended up staying with Colin Morris for month until one day he asked that 
question again:  “Where should I go?” 

 
To discern a church’s call, a pastor and a congregation first have to 

be like Austin:  they have to be able to surrender their self-will enough to 
keep asking God, “Where should I go?”  And then they must ask for the 
faith and the courage to follow where the answer leads.  

 
 But once we’ve begun to ask that question, “Where should I go?,” we 
have to learn how to attend the ways that God speaks to us, how to hear 
God’s answer.  And this where the story of Eli and First Samuel UMC can 
help us.  It is a story about how to listen for God’s call.      
 

When Samuel, when First Samuel UMC, hears the voice of God, it’s 
interesting to note where Samuel is.  The Scripture says that Samuel was 
“lying down in the Temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was.”  You 
might remember this from Exodus or from Indiana Jones, but the ark was 
the portable chest where Israel kept the covenants, the commandments, 
and other sacred reminders of what God had done for them.  On top of the 
ark was a mercy seat that represented the footstool of the Lord’s invisible 
throne; God had promised to meet God’s people there at that mercy seat.  
In that way the ark wasn’t just a reminder of the past: to the people it was 
the visible reminder of God’s continuing presence and rule.  It’s 
understandable then, why if Samuel was going to hear God’s call 
anywhere, that he would hear God’s voice while he was close to the ark. 

 
We still have an ark, a portable container holding the reminders of 

what God has done for us, of his continuing presence and rule.  We still 
have an ark, and it’s not buried in the sand in some ancient near Eastern 
city, waiting for Indiana or the Nazis to find it.  It’s right within our reach, 
and when you open it, unlike Indiana’s Ark, you can look directly at it.  
Our ark is SCRIPTURE, the place where God has promised to meet God’s 
people through the Word.  (Write SCRIPTURE on the Board.)  To hear the 
call of God, we must be close to the ark.  To hear the voice of God we 
must become fluent in God’s native language.  God’s native language is 
the language of the Bible.  The discernment of a church’s call begins by 
being close to the ark, as Samuel was, by rediscovering God’s radical 

 7



vision for the church in what Karl Barth calls the strange new world of the 
Scripture.  Perhaps we do a study together of the book of Acts or of 
Ephesians, in light of what it tells us about what the church is and what 
the church does.  But however we do it, wny process we lead our church 
through to help it discern its call must begin with the book that begins, 
“In the Beginning.”  

 
   But as powerful as the Scriptures are, Scripture alone is not 

enough if we are to hear God’s call.  Did you notice verse 7?  Amazingly, 
the boy Samuel had been serving in the Temple all this time, but verse 7 
says, “Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord 
had not yet been revealed to him.”  All this time in church, all this time 
close to the ark, near “Scripture” but Samuel still does not know the Lord.  
Apparently knowing God isn’t just about being present in worship, or even 
having a lot of knowledge about the Bible:  it is to be on regular speaking 
terms with God, to hear the intimate voice of God’s call.  And Samuel 
doesn’t have that yet relationship yet.  When he finally has that Aldersgate 
experience, when he finally does hear God calling his name, Samuel is like 
C.S. Lewis’ dwarves at first:  he doesn’t recognize the sound for what it is.  
Do you remember the story?  Three times Samuel hears a voice calling his 
name:  “Samuel, Samuel!”  Three times he yells out, “Here I am!  I’m 
coming!” and hops out of bed and runs to Eli.  But he assumes that the 
voice is just “the gang at the end of the Stable,” or just Eli’s voice, another 
muffled human voice down the hall.  Samuel can hear the word of the 
Lord, but he can’t really hear it.  To have the word of the Lord fully 
revealed to him, he needs the guidance of Eli.   
 
 If we’re going to discern the call of God, we all need Eli’s.  We need 
people who have gone before us, who have already asked God, “Where 
should I go?,” and who traveled further along the journey.  We need fellow 
saints who can inspire us and offer guidance in understanding Scripture’s 
vision.  We need Eli’s.  So let’s use the word TRADITION to describe Eli’s 
role.  (Write ‘TRADITION” up on the board.)  Let’s let tradition remind us 
that we do not discern God’s call alone, in a vacuum.   We are surrounded 
by a larger fellowship that can help us recognize the call of God for what it 
is.  As we lead our churches in discerning their unique calls, TRADITION 
means that we can draw wisdom and insight from other Christians who 
have been through a similar process.  We can call upon the resources of 
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our Discipline and our Connection.  We can have friends visit our 
congregations to offer constructive feedback, to help see things we are too 
close to see.  We can read helpful books written by some other Elis, books 
like James Harnish’s “You Only Have to Die,” and Dick Wills’ “Waking to 
God’s Dream.”  And we can even see how other congregations are living 
out their call.  In his particular book, Jim Harnish says that perhaps the 
single biggest thing that energized the members of Hyde Park UMC in 
their commitment to mission were their visits and conversations with 
similar churches who were being faithful in living God’s vision.  Somehow, 
when we see another church truly being the body of Christ, we are given 
vision for our own.  I know that most of my ministry as a pastor has just 
been trying to recreate, in a unique way, the lessons and blessings I have 
learned from some of the wonderful congregations I have been a part of in 
my life. 
 
 Samuel needs an Eli, we all need an Eli, to help us to recognize the 
call of God.  But you know it’s interesting to think about how Eli was able 
to recognize that the voice Samuel heard in the night was the call of God.  
I think Eli could recognize that because of his own EXPERIENCE of the 
ways he saw God at work in the world.  (Write EXPERIENCE up on the 
board.)  And one way Eli had especially experienced God’s grace was 
through the birth of Samuel.    Eli could still remember the day that 
Samuel’s barren mother Hannah had been sobbing on the steps of the 
Temple, praying for a child with such passionate intensity that Eli 
thought someone had spiked her punch.  Eli had experienced God’s 
miraculous answer to Hannah’s prayer, remembered that when Samuel 
was born he was given that name because it meant “He who is from God.”  
Eli remembered how in return for the blessing of Samuel’s life Hannah 
had dedicated the boy to the Lord by bringing him to work with Eli at the 
Temple.  Eli had seen the evidence of God’s blessing in Samuel’s life, and 
that experience of where God was already at work meant that he was able 
to recognize the voice Samuel heard in the night as just more evidence of 
God’s hand on the young boy’s life.   
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 In our own lives and congregations, there have been people and 
places where we have experienced the grace of God at work bringing new 
transformation and good.  Right now, God is at work in our lives, and the 
lives of our people.  In even the most static of congregations there is a 
corner or a remnant where God is at work:  where we see signs of subtle 
transformation, where young people like Samuel keep showing up in our 
office, where people like Hannah are praying their hearts out in need of a 
miracle.  In all of those places, God is at work.  And those experiences of 
God’s grace play an important role in helping us to discern the call of God, 
because they are the trail of bread crumbs that show us where God is 
already heading out ahead of us.    We are called to listen attend to those 
experiences, and to follow in the direction it leads.  Dick Wills, now a 
bishop but formerly pastor at Christ’s Church in Florida, says that his 
church began to change the minute he began praying every day, “Lord 
help us to bless what you are already blessing.”  He realized that we don’t 
have to kick-start the workings of God’s grace:  God is already at work in 
our congregations.  We just have to listen to that blessing.  We just have 
to be able to notice in what direction the wind of the Spirit is already 
blowing.  Our current experience of God’s grace is a sign-post pointing us 
to where God is heading with us in the future.   
 
 And if our current experience of God’s grace can guide us towards 
the future, so can our past experiences of that grace in our congregations’ 
history.  Nearly every congregation has parts of its history that it is proud 
of, moments where its faithfulness was shown.  Those faithful parts of a 
church’s history can be reclaimed to guide it towards its future.  The 
congregation’s memories of an active Sunday School program when they 
were children can become a spur to a future commitment to children and 
youth.  The recollection of how the people came together to rebuild the 
church after a fire can bring inspiration to come together to build up 
God’s church in the days ahead.  We often think of past history as 
something that can hold us back:  but if that history is told in the right 
way, it can be part of discerning and then communicating God’s call to 
those who are resistant to change.  And in all this, our experience of God’s 
grace can build a bridge to God’s call. 
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 When Samuel comes to Eli for the third time in the middle of the 
night, Eli’s previous experiences of God’s grace help him to realize that it 
is God who is calling Samuel.  The Scripture says, “Then Eli perceived 
that the Lord was calling the boy.”  And Eli’s advice to Samuel guides us 
in what we must further do to truly hear God’s call.  “Eli said to Samuel, 
go, lie down, and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, Lord, your servant 
is listening.” 
 
 Eli invites Samuel to PRAY, to listen to and to talk back to God.  
(Draw Circle with “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and PRAYER” up on the 
board.)  It is no empty piety to say that the discernment of our call from 
God must be surrounded in, immersed in, prayer.  Something so simple 
but so hard for us, I know for me, to do.  So often my first inclination in 
ministry is to think that to be a better pastor I need more information, a 
better technique, I need to attend a conference or need to read a book.  
And then Scripture says, no, you first just need to pray.  And in response 
I’m like General Naaman after Elijah has just told him that to be healed of 
his leprosy all he has to do is dip in the Jordan 7 times.  If can’t be that 
simple can it?  It has to be more complicated that, doesn’t it?  It’s so 
simple, but the discernment of call happens when a group of people 
genuinely begins to pray.  Because it is prayer that enables us to attend to 
God’s voice among the many voices around us.  It is prayer that aligns our 
hearts, feelings, and desires with the heart, feelings, and desires of God.  
It is prayer that teaches us a moment by moment dependence on a God 
who did not just wind up the world like a clock and leave it to spin, but 
who is intimately involved in the lives of his children.  And so, to discern 
our church’s call, we must follow Eli’s advice:  we must “Go lie down”:  
stop doing and instead just be still, know that God is God, and listen.  
And sitting in a quiet space apart, or maybe on a retreat together we pray, 
“Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.”  That prayer is not just a few 
pious sentences tacked on to the beginning and end of a meeting.  That 
prayer is a way of life, a posture of acceptance and openness to what 
grace can and will do.  Attending to God in prayer teaches us how to 
attend to God in Scripture, in Tradition, in the Experiences and people of 
our daily lives.  I  know my own preaching has been mysteriously better 
whenever I have prayed as I sit at my computer, “Speak, Lord, your 
servant is listening.”  Every day, every moment, for the sermon of our 
lives, we must also say, “Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.” 
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 (Insert discussion question here.  Now I would like you to speak 
and listen for a few moments.  Talk with your neighbor:  In what 
ways have Scripture, Tradition, Experience, and Prayer helped you 
discern your call in your own life?  How do you think Scripture, 
Tradition, Experience, and Prayer could help your congregation(s) 
discern its unique calling from God?)    
 
 
 Did you hear the one about the old pilot who went up in the plane 
with a new navigator?  As soon as they reached 30,000 feet, the pilot 
produced a little .22 caliber pistol out of his pocket and sat the pistol 
down on the dash between them.  He turned to the navigator and said, 
“Just so you know:  I don’t take to well to navigators who get me lost.”  
The navigator sat there for a few moments in silence.  But then the 
navigator reached in his vest, and he produced a great big Colt .45 pistol 
and placed it on top of the little .22.  He pointed to the instruments in 
front of him and he said, “With all due respect, sir, if we get lost, I’m going 
to know it a long time before you do.” 
 
 It’s one of our responsibilities as pastor to keep our congregations 
from getting lost, to keep them on the right track.  And as we are praying 
together, as we ask God, “Where do we go?,” as we try to live the life that 
is called for, as we try to navigate through the instruments of Scripture, 
Fellow Saints, and Experience, we begin to map out a rough outline of 
what God’s call is for the church of Jesus Christ.  But these instruments 
still only give us just a general outline for the church as a whole.  In each 
congregation, the Word becomes flesh again in a distinct and unique way 
particular to that church.  So if we are going to discern how God is calling 
the body of Christ to become incarnate, take flesh, in our unique 
congregation, there are four more specific questions we must ask as we 
pray and talk and listen together. 
 
 I believe that the first question each congregation must ask is, “What 
are our GIFTS?”  (Write GIFTS on the board.)    
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 Our story offers a small glimpse of the role of gifts in calling.  Eli is 
able to help Samuel discern that it is God who is calling him because Eli 
loved Samuel, like a son, and in loving Samuel, he came to know Samuel, 
and in knowing Samuel, he recognized Samuel’s gifts for ministry.  One 
thing Eli probably knew was that Samuel had a gift of obedience, of 
servanthood.  We can see that in the way Samuel is willing to just jump 
up again and again, in the middle of the night, to come to Eli’s aid.  I’m 
not so sure I would get up at four in the morning, but Samuel is like 
Austin, the kind of person who would ask a stranger, “Where should I 
go?” and then do it.  And Eli probably also knew that Samuel seemed to 
have a gift of listening as well:  how else could he hear a voice in the 
night, even if it had been Eli’s voice?  When Eli encourages Samuel to 
pray, “Speak, Lord, your servant is listening,” he is encouraging the boy to 
use his gifts, his gifts  of listening and obedience.     
 
 The gifts we share is one of the ways God calls to us.  We all know 
that image of the Church we are given in Scripture as the body of Christ, 
where each member the body (hands, eyes, ears, feet) plays a part by 
using his or her distinct giftedness.  I think we all know that every 
congregation is given by God particular gifts and talents unique to that 
place:  there is no cookie cutter vision for the church.  Sometimes these 
unique gifts that a congregation has don’t seem particularly spiritual at 
first; but I believe all gifts are spiritual gifts, because every good and 
perfect gift is from above.  And all gifts:  creativity, organization, 
encouragement, listening, hospitality, writing, making a sound with your 
armpit, public speaking, music, cooking, sewing, fixing things, building 
things with your hands, being able to roll your tongue, all gifts can be 
used creatively in the service of God and the church.  So a group of 
Christians who are handy can begin a “Fix-it” team for the elderly in their 
community.  Those with a green thumb can also have a holy thumb by 
raising a garden together and distributing the produce to people at the 
soup kitchen.  On older congregation filled with cooks who bake from 
scratch can start a cooking class or serve inexpensive meals to reach out 
to young families who know longer know what a home-cooked meal is.  A 
group of men and women who can knit or crochet can make prayer 
shawls to take to people in the hospital.  All gifts can become a means of 
grace, a way to love.  All gifts can be used to make disciples of Jesus.   
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We know that, I think, but one thing we don’t always realize is the 

role that we pastors play in identifying and employing those gifts.  As 
pastors when we love our people, we come to know them very closely, the 
way Eli knew Samuel.  And knowing them so closely, we can also come to 
know their distinct gifts for ministry.  There is a reason that in our polity 
the pastor is chair of the lay leadership committee:  because we, as well as 
anyone, should come to know the gifts of the church.  It’s not a biblical 
term, but we are the Google engine of the congregation.  Need to organize 
a mission trip?  Call Susan, because God has gifted her with a special 
passion for those in need.  Need to hold a bereavement meal to bless a 
grieving family?  Call Grace, her gift of cooking makes pound cake seem 
like manna from heaven.  Need a light fixed?  Call Doug:  God has given 
that guy the ability to fix anything.   
 

This is going to sound crazy, but when I think of the church 
sometimes I think it is meant to be like that old TV show, the A-Team.  Do 
you remember that cheesy show?  I don’t remember much about the 
show, other than the fact that I had the black A-Team van and the Mr. T 
action figure that keeps saying, “I pity the fool.”  But one thing I do 
remember is that in the show there is this group of people who are always 
using their particular gifts to carry out a mission.  Hannibal uses his 
brain to coordinate and do the planning, BA Barabbas (“I pity the fool”) 
provides the muscle, crazy Murdoch offers the technology, and Face 
provides the people skills.  And in the end, using each one’s unique gifts 
in a special way, the mission is accomplished, so Hannibal can stick a 
cigar in his mouth and say, “I love it when a plan comes together.”  
 
 I love it when God’s plan for the church comes together.  I love it 
when we identify and employ the unique gifts we’ve been given for the 
making of disciples, and the glory of God. 
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 If the first specific question we ask to help us hear God’s call is 
about our gifts, I think the second question is, “Where is our deep 
GLADNESS?”  (Write “GLADNESS” up on the board.)  On the schedule for 
our Convocation is a quote from Frederick Buechner about calling that I 
imagine you’ve heard by now:  “The place God calls you is the place where your 
deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  So, to find the place God calls 
us, we can ask, when and where do we experience genuine gladness 
together as a congregation?  Where is there not just superficial happiness 
or small talk, but the kind of heartfelt sharing and service that give us big 
and deep joy?  Frederick Buechner traces his own sense of call to a 
sermon he heard where the preacher George Buttrick described Jesus 
being crowned as king of Kings amid “great laughter.”  It reminds me of 
how once a professor asked our class what it was each of us remembered 
about the church where we grew up.  I thought and thought, and finally 
what I said that what I will always remember about my home church is . . 
.  the laughter.   It makes sense.  I believe that all holy laughter is a sign 
of God’s presence, that big and deep joy is a reflection of God’s goodness.    
Psalm 2 describes our Lord as a God who can look upon the worst evil 
people can do and still laugh.  And there is a way of thinking of the 
resurrection as God having the last laugh on sin and death, cracking up 
at the funeral.  I have this image of that first Easter morning as the Great 
Laugh of Love.  The stone rolled away, the tomb opened, and this joyous 
laugh spread out across the face of the whole earth.  Birds twittered, the 
breeze tickled the trees, and even the rocks couldn’t help but chuckle.  
Tulips and lilies rocked back and forth giggling.  And Creation almost split 
its side laughing for joy at the joke that had been played on evil.  So as we 
discern our calling, We can ask, “Where are people so much living into 
resurrection joy that they are laughing together?  We can listen for God’s 
voice by praying the words of Psalm 51:  “Lord, let me hear joy and 
gladness.”                       
 
 Again, our story about Eli and Samuel can point us in this direction.  
It’s not surprising that God speaks to Samuel, because Samuel is a child 
of joy.  He is the joy of Hannah, who laughed sang to celebrate his birth.  
He is the joy of Eli, such a faithful companion that Eli calls him in 
tenderness, “My son.”  When God finally speaks a word in Shiloh, he 
speaks through a child, a young person, and the child God’s speaks 
through is a child of joy.    
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 Once we’ve asked about Gifts, and our Gladness, the third question 
a discerning congregation must ask itself is, “What are our GROANS?”  
(Write “GROANS” up on the board.)  As we come into worship each week, 
we come bringing not only our gifts but our disabilities.  (Read James 
Howell) All of us limp through the doors bearing some deep wound, 
groaning beneath a burden of brokenness or pain.  As followers of Jesus 
we believe that the caring and healing love of Christ can make some of 
that brokenness whole.  But we also believe that the grace of God is such 
that not only can our wounds be made whole, they can be made holy.  
Because of our Lord who can turn a cross into a crown, brokenness can 
become a beautiful blessing, our trials can be transfigured, God can grace 
our griefs into good.  Most of us have been in Christ’s service long enough 
to know the greatest ministry a person can do often arises out of their 
deepest pain.  Nearly all of the educational foundations, medical research 
centers, and ministries with the poor that exist in our world were started 
by some person or some family who had been through something similar, 
they knew how it felt, so they just wanted to help others who suffered in 
the same way.    
 
 I remember our congregation had started a feeding ministry, and a 
man in our church just really seemed to throw himself into the work of 
this feeding ministry.  One day, unloading the truck at the Food Bank, I 
found out why.  Lewis had stepped back and was just staring silently at 
all the boxes of food that would go to families in the community, and I 
heard him say softly:  “There didn’t used to be anything like this.  Growing 
up with 7 brothers and sisters, we didn’t have anything, and we didn’t 
have much to eat.  There wasn’t anything like this.  This is so wonderful.  
This is so special.”  And then he stepped forward to carry another box. 
 
 Some time ago a family friend hiked the Appalachian Trail, and I 
heard through him about this phenomenon called “Trail Magic.”  
Apparently as you hike the thousands of miles that are the Appalachian 
Trail, sometimes as you come to a road, or a picnic area, or campsite, 
you’ll find there a bag of goodies waiting for you.  It might be some food or 
candy, a soda or two, perhaps some band-aids for a blister.  They call 
these gifts “Trail Magic,” because they seem to appear out of nowhere on 
the trail.  But there is no magic to it.  The goodie bags are left by those 
who have already hiked the trail, and they return and leave these things 

 16



because they know what that grueling hiking experience is like, they’ve 
shared that experience, so they return to leave little gifts for those who 
must follow behind.     
 
 God can transfigure our trials into trail magic:  into a way of helping 
others who suffer in the same way, because hey, “We’ve been there.”  I 
remember hearing of a church in North Carolina that began to draw a 
significant number of drug and alcohol addicts.  So the church banded 
together and intentionally made ministry with those who struggle with 
addiction the heart of its church’s outreach.  Their common experience of 
disability became the way that God en-abled them to turned the agony of 
their addiction into action.   
 
 I wonder if part of the reason Eli was so perceptive in discerning 
God’s call is because of his disabilities.  Maybe his vision had failed him, 
but that had made his other faculties more sensitive.  Maybe his own 
broken heart over his two sons, Hophni and Phineas, made him even 
more attentive to helping the boy Samuel not go the same way.  We don’t 
know:  but we do know that so often, we can hear God’s call to us through 
the groans of our own suffering.  Buechner left out something:  God’s call 
is not only about our deep gladness, but our deep sadness:  unless of 
course, using our own sadness to help others becomes our deep gladness.   
 
 The groans of hurt that we have within us are so powerful because in 
our own groans we hear to deep groan of the whole fallen creation.  Our 
groans make us sensitive enough to hear the groaning of the communities 
that surround us.  And this leads us one final question we must ask to 
discern God’s call:  “What is our GEOGRAPHY?”  (Write GEOGRAPHY on 
the board.)  The question of geography leads us to make a spiritual map of 
the terrain around us.  Who makes up our community?  Who is left out?  
Who are the poor and invisible people others don’t notice?  Where is the 
trailer park?  Where are the areas people don’t drive through alone at 
night?  Who is new?  Who has been here forever?  What is changing?  
Who are the un-churched or the de-churched?  Who doesn’t know the love 
of Jesus at all?   Where is our community groaning?  Where is it far from 
the kingdom of God?  Is there deep racial division?  Are there no jobs, or 
no affordable places for people to live?  Is there no care for elderly or for 
young children?  Are drugs ravaging the lives of young people:  are they 
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turning to methamphetamine when what they need is Methodism?  Is 
there deep loneliness because there is no place to gather and meet and 
talk?  Is there sadness because of a deep sense of boredom?  What part of 
the many-faceted beauty of the Gospel speaks most directly of good news 
to the groans of our community? 
 
 Most of us are pastors in rural places.  Being a rural pastor gives us 
a special opportunity to know the “geography” of our communities, 
because pastors still hold a certain role and esteem in those areas.  We 
can visit with the school principals, the social workers, the fire-fighters, 
the civic leaders, and can come to know the terrain like the back of our 
hand.  If Buechner is right, and the place God calls is the place where our 
deep gladness meets the world’s deep hunger, then we are in a position to 
hear our community’s stomach rumbling.  We really could replace 
“Geography” with another G-word, “Gastronomy”:  because we can learn 
the deep hungers of our communities.  We can observe some of the 
harmful ways it feeds those deep hungers.  And having asked the question 
of Geography, we will know how to offer to them the bread of life, help 
them see to see their deep hunger is a hunger for righteousness, for right 
relationship with a loving God.  
 

In all of this our guide comes for Jeremiah 29:7:  “Seek the peace 
and prosperity of the city where I have sent you . . .and pray to the Lord 
on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”           
 
 We return then, at the last, to our story of Eli and First Samuel 
UMC.  Samuel is close to the ark, Scripture, when he hears a voice.  Eli, 
carrying his own griefs, aware of Samuel’s gifts, looking to Samuel as his 
gladness, Eli, filled with tradition and experience, helps Samuel to 
understand where the voice is coming from, and what it might mean.  
Samuel prays, and God gives Samuel a vision, a vision tied up with the 
needs of the geography where he lives, all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba.   
 
 Then we see how our story concludes.  Because it is a difficult word 
that Samuel hears, Scripture says in verse 15 that Samuel was afraid to 
tell the vision to Eli.  Fear must always be overcome in seeking and 
communicating God’s call.  Samuel is afraid that the vision might lead to 
conflict with Eli, someone he cares about.  Following God’s call will almost 
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always involve some conflict, even with people we care about.  But in the 
end we love God’s call, and we trust God’s faithfulness, more than we fear 
conflict.  So Samuel is truthful:  he communicates the vision to Eli.  Once 
a church discerns its call, that vision must be communicated to all its 
members, so they can claim it.  And here, though it is a hard word for 
him, Eli claims God’s call.  Eli says in verse 18, “It is the Lord; let him do 
what seems good to him.”           
 
 We can look back at this old story.  We can apply the REASON God 
has given us.  (Write REASON up on the board.)  And using our reason, 
we can design a process for us and our churches that will help us to 
discern God’s call:  a process unique to each congregation that helps to 
ask God, “Where should we go?” and to hear the answer.  That helps us 
overcome the noise, and our stubbornness, and our refusal to listen.  That 
keeps us from ever becoming like the Dwarves in C.S. Lewis story.  We 
can pray, “Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.”  We can get close to the 
ark.  Learn from the Eli’s, the fellow saints of Tradition.  Look to our 
experience of where God is already at work.  We can ask ourselves, “What 
are our GIFTS?’  “Where is our GLADNESS?”  “What are our GROANS?”  
“What is the gastronomy of our GEOGRAPHY?”  And it is here, within the 
circle of God’s love, within the Quadrilateral of our Methodist Heritage, at 
the intersection, at the heart of the cross, it is here at the center, where 
God’s call for our church lies (Draw and circle on board), where our deep 
gladness meets the world’s deep need.   
 

And if we have the courage not only to listen, but to follow that life-
giving call, despite the conflict, perhaps as we go forward we find that God 
keeps calling, that the words of Isaiah 30:21 come true:  “When you turn 
to the right or when you turn to the left, your ear shall hear a word 
behind you saying, “This is the way, walk in it.”   
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 Maybe even at the end, by God’s grace, our story ends like the story 
of First Samuel UMC.  Did you notice in verse 15 what Samuel does the 
morning after his vision?  It says Samuel “opened the doors of the house 
of Lord.”  First Samuel UMC opened the closed doors of the house of the 
Lord.  And do you notice what else happens to Samuel after he receives 
this call?  Scripture says he “grew.”  Not necessarily just physically, not 
numerically, but in maturity, towards perfection in love.  “And the Lord let 
none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground.  And everyone in the 
community knew that First Samuel UMC was a trustworthy prophet of the 
Lord.  The Lord continued to call, continued to appear and speak and 
reveal himself at Shiloh.  And the word of Samuel came to all the people.” 
 
 The lamp of God has not yet gone out.  The voice of God continues to 
call.  There is a Jesus who can open the ears of the deaf.  So, “Let anyone 
who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (Rev. 
2:7), and then perhaps behold God do something so great that it will make 
both ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. 
 
 Thanks be to God.  Amen.      
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