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Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under 
Eli.  The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions 
weren’t widespread.  At that time Eli, whose eyesight had 
begun to grow dim so that he couldn’t 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 didn’t call; lie down again.”  
So he went and lay down.  
The Lord called again, “Samuel!”  
Samuel got up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for 

you called me.”  
But he said, “I didn’t call, my son; lie down again.”  
Now Samuel didn’t 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; and if he 

calls you, you’ll 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.” 
1 Samuel 3:1-10 

  
 When I was in the eighth grade a preacher came to our 
church in Mississippi for a week-long revival.  He offered the 
same lengthy invitation each night:  “If you are not a Christian, 
then God is telling you to come to the front of the sanctuary to 



make a profession of faith and become a Christian right now.  
If you are a Christian, but have strayed into sin, then God is 
telling you to rededicate your life.  If you are a Christian and 
feel God tugging at your heart, then God is telling you to give 
yourself to full-time Christian service.”  
 The evangelist was not easily dissuaded, so each night 
people went to the front of the sanctuary to make decisions.  
By Thursday the ones in my youth group who had not made 
some kind of decision were beginning to look suspect.  I was 
already a Christian.  I had been baptized when I was eight 
years old and had not strayed into sin.  Some of my friends had 
started to stray into sin, but none of them had invited me to 
join them.   
 The tug on my heart must be a call to full-time Christian 
service.  It sounded right.  Part-time Christian service does not 
seem like much of a commitment.  I thought about it, prayed 
about it, listened for God, wondered whether I could find 
institutions that would pay me to serve God, and made a public 
decision to give my full-time whole life to God.  
 I made this decision with fear and trembling because I 
believed that God was inviting me to all kinds of trouble.  I 
imagined that I would end up as a missionary to an uncharted 
island.  My assignment would be to take the gospel to a tribe 
of sun-worshipping cannibals.  I would row ashore in my 
canoe, tell the native women to put on shirts, share the story of 
Jesus, and be taken to the chief.   
 He would say: “Missionary, if you renounce Jesus”—I 
imagined the chief speaking English—“then we’ll let you go 
home to your refrigerator, recliner, and televised sports, but if 
you insist on believing, then we will throw you into this huge 
kettle of boiling water and have you for our main course.”  
 The drums would stop pounding.  The birds would stop 
singing.  My heart would almost stop beating, but I would hear 
God tell me to brave, and I would say: “When I was in the 



eighth grade I heard God’s call.  I promised to die for what I 
believe.  Throw another log on the fire.”   
 The story of my martyrdom would be in Guideposts 
magazine, condensed in Reader’s Digest, and later become a 
TV movie on a Christian network.   
 I am a little jealous of me as an eighth grader.  I really 
believed that I was going to hear God giving more specific 
directions than I have ever gotten.  I understand that when 
people say, “I heard the voice of God,” we keep our distance 
from those people.  Most of us do not expect to hear a voice 
telling us what to do, but we also do not get as much direction 
as we would like.   

We have seen good people make mistakes.  Somebody 
says, “You’d be good at this,” or “We’ve got a job opening” 
and people end up in boring jobs.  Some jobs are more fallen 
into than carefully chosen.  A job that only pays the bills 
makes us want more.   

Climbing the ladder just to climb the ladder is not 
enough.  Alexander Solzhenitsyn may have been overstating 
the case when he said, “Only those who decline to scramble up 
the career ladder are interesting as human beings.  Nothing is 
more boring than a person with a career.” 
 The world is full of successful people who secretly 
believe they should be artists.   
 There are also mistakes in the other direction.  People 
follow their first love and end up living in their parents’ 
basement.  Some who keep looking for a perfect job never find 
any job.  They do not get around to doing the good they could 
do because they are constantly looking for other options.   
 If you are doing exactly what you wanted to do when you 
were a child you are fortunate, but if you wanted to be an 
astronaut, basketball player, or movie star, then you probably 
had to change your plans.   



If following your first love always worked, there would 
be a lot more novelists.  The great majority of the world has a 
job not out of a desire for self-fulfillment, but to pay the bills.  
Some fall in love with gifts they do not actually have.  
Someone needs to say, “I know you’re chasing your dream, 
but Florence Foster Jenkins, you can’t sing.” 
 We want direction because work takes over our lives.  
Work sets the schedule, determines priorities, and becomes 
who people think we are.  Our work may be that of a student, a 
retiree or a stay-at-home parent, but the first question we are 
asked is “What do you do?”  
 We feel frustrated when our work does not feel like who 
we are.  We would not mind hearing a voice that says, “Here’s 
what you should do.”   
 That is what Samuel gets.  Samuel is a child when his 
mother takes him to the temple.  Hannah feels like she is 
leaving her four-year-old on the first day of pre-school.   

She wants to be the voice in his head: “Sam, do your best.  
Be good.  Mind Mr. Eli.  Eat your carrots.”  She wishes she 
could tell him everything he needs to know, but she is 
forgetting something.    

When Hannah visits she asks, “Are you eating your 
vegetables?  Are you minding Mr. Eli?  Are you being good?”      

Samuel is being good—helping Eli with chores around 
the temple—lighting lamps, sweeping the floor, and putting 
the hymnals back in the pew racks.  But Samuel is not 
listening for God—even though he is growing up in a 
sanctuary.  No one is listening for God.  The people come to 
worship each week.  They sing the songs and pray the prayers, 
but they are not listening.  The author writes:  “The Word of 
the Lord was rare in those days; visions weren’t frequent.”   

When twelve-year-old Samuel hears a voice while 
sleeping in the sanctuary—he was not the last person to sleep 
in a sanctuary, Samuel thinks Eli is calling for help, but the 



prophet is not pleased to see Samuel at the foot of his bed in the 
middle of the night:  “Go back to bed.”   
 Samuel has almost fallen asleep when he hears the voice 
again: “Eli, I know I heard you that time.”   
 “Samuel, I’m an old man who needs his sleep.  I don’t 
need a glass of water, another quilt, or someone to watch Jimmy 
Fallon with.  Go back to bed.” 

But after the third time Eli wonders if Samuel is hearing a 
different voice.  If he hears the voice again Samuel should 
answer, “God, I’m listening.”   

After he hears God’s voice, Samuel’s life is never the 
same.  God invites him to a bigger life.   
 When Hannah dropped off Samuel she gave him a list of 
rules, but she is not the one who tells him to listen for God—
which may be okay, because parents have voices that are not 
much like God’s:  “Don’t get into trouble.  Don’t argue with 
adults.  Don’t embarrass your parents.”  
 God has better things to talk about than a list of don’ts. 

In the movie Almost Famous, Elaine worries about her 
fifteen-year-old, because William is a normal teenager.  He 
loves rock and roll and gets nervous around girls.  His mother 
is constantly offering what she calls “Cliff Notes on how to 
live.”  She warns about the world of compromised values, the 
Valhalla of decadence, and the danger of throwing brain cells 
away like confetti.  She tells William to be a lawyer like 
Atticus Finch.  She tells him, “Become a person of substance.  
Do your best.  Be bold, and mighty forces will come to your 
aid.”   

She offers these nuggets of wisdom as she drives William 
to school.  One morning she finishes with practical items: 
“Don’t forget to ask your band teacher for a concert schedule.  
Don’t eat junk food for lunch.  Don’t forget I’m picking you 
up at 3:30.”   



As William walks away, she remembers one she forgot.  
She rolls down the car window and shouts, for all his friends 
to hear, “And don’t take drugs.”  

Sometimes people act like God is always offering a list of 
things to do and not to do.   

They picture God saying: “Don’t eat junk food.  Don’t 
compromise your values.  Protect your brain cells.  Be bold, 
but don’t count on mighty forces doing exactly what you hope.  
And don’t take drugs.”  

God has to do better than that.  What God says, more than 
anything else, is “Listen.”  Listen for God when you get up in 
the morning.  Listen for God when you consider what you 
have to do that day.  Listen for God calling you to notice those 
around you.  Listen for God leading you to the most caring 
ways to do the most ordinary tasks.  Listen for God saying 
what is important and what is not.  Listen for God inviting you 
to dream big, even as you are grateful for what you already 
have.  Listen for God when you lie down at night.  Listen for 
God in worship, scripture, conversations, insights, music, 
prayers, silence, dreams, and everyday events. 

Maybe you have never asked for God’s guidance about 
what you do each day, and yet God is at work without your 
permission.  Listen for God when someone points out your 
gifts, an employer offers a new opportunity, or a friend 
discourages you from a job that would not be a good fit.  
Listen with openness.  Know that you can change your mind.  
You can make mistakes.   

You finish school and you are supposed to have your job 
set for life, but ten years later you find you are not a teacher 
anymore.  It may happen.  It does happen.  Gauguin decided at 
a certain point he was not a banker anymore; he was a painter.  
We might change course someday.  We need adventure and 
challenge.  We need to use the gifts we have been given.   



Even as we understand that we need to pay the bills.  And 
we recognize that paying the bills provides a sense of home, a 
refuge, and an anchor.  Every good person in every honest job 
is helpful.  God may help us see that the work we are doing is 
exactly the work we should be doing.  It may be that when we 
were seven and wanted to help people as a police officer, we 
were hearing the same voice that is calling us to help others 
through what we are doing today.  If we wanted to be a 
professional athlete, God may encourage us to channel that 
passion into the work we do now. 
 What we do each day matters.  We give our days to God 
by listening.  If we are bored with our lives, then we may not 
be paying attention to God, because the dullest day given to 
God is filled with hope.  If we listen for God, we discover that 
God is speaking, calling us to things that matter. 

Annie Dillard writes, “I think it would be well, and 
proper, and obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity 
and not let it go, to dangle from it limp wherever it takes you.”  
 Our one necessity is not our job.  Our one necessity is 
living in God’s love.  God may not send an email telling us 
where to send our resume, but God will keep pushing us to 
love the people we encounter each day.  Listen for God calling 
your name inviting you to have an amazing life. 
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