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	First off, a reminder of whom we’re talking about here. Samuel was a key figure in the history of Israel. He lived just at the end of the time when the nation was governed by the Hebrew judges, ad hoc leaders of a loose confederation of the Israelite tribes. He ushered in the Kingdom of Israel by anointing its first two kings, Saul and David. And he became the first major prophet, taking the Hebrew people to task for falling away from their god, Yahweh, keeping them honest in their national faith life. 
	But as we read about Samuel here, all of that is in the future. He was just 13 years old when, the scripture says, he heard God’s persistent voice and woke up to the idea that God had a job for him.
	It’s not easy being 13. You have a lot of big questions about the meaning of life, about what your adult life is going to be like, about whom you can look to as a model for being a grown-up, about whom you can trust and whom you can’t. By all accounts Samuel is a good boy. But like pretty much every teenager, he probably thinks about himself too much. It’s hard to get through to him.
	That’s what God discovers when God rings his doorbell. It’s just before dawn, and Samuel is helping Eli, his father, stand watch over the ark of the covenant, where tradition held that the power and presence of God were their strongest. Samuel is probably sleeping, and if you’ve ever been woken from sleep by a voice, you know that at first you’re foggy and not sure what’s going on.
	“Samuel! Samuel!” says God.
	Samuel wakes up and runs to his father, saying, “Here I am.” 	
	Go back to sleep, says Dad. 
	Then it happens again. Then again.
	And third time is the charm for Eli – he figures out that it must be God calling this confused teenage boy. He tells Samuel what to do if it happens again, and when Yahweh calls a fourth time to Samuel, the boy says these beautiful words of receptivity and faith: “Speak, for your servant is listening.” 
	If you take nothing else away from church this morning, remember those six words: Speak, for your servant is listening. Because as we say in the United Church of Christ, God is still speaking. Today’s challenge is about listening. How do we listen for God’s voice, God’s call, God’s claim on our lives? How do we recognize that still, small voice? 
	The first piece of good news is that God is persistent. Just as God came four times to Samuel, God is going to keep knocking at the weak points in our armor, looking to break through to us. 
	It happened that way to Anne Lamott, the great writer on spirituality and faith. In her book Traveling Mercies, Lamott tells about a time when she was 30 years old. She had been raised as an atheist and never had much use for church. But here she was, living on a houseboat in Sausalito, Calif., trying to write in the daytime and drinking herself into oblivion every night. On Sunday mornings, when she was hung over or coming down off a cocaine binge, she would wander over to the local flea market. One Sunday she noticed gospel music coming from a church across the street -- St. Andrew Presbyterian.
“I began stopping in at St. Andrew from time to time,” she writes, “standing in the doorway to listen to the songs.” The sanctuary was drab and run-down, but it had “a congregation of 30 people or so, radiating kindness and warmth.” 
That April she discovered she was pregnant. “The father was someone I had just met, who was married, and no one I wanted a real life with,” she says. She had an abortion, and “was sadder than I’d been since my father died.” She dulled the pain with more drinking and more pills. 
One night, lying in the darkness, Anne Lamott writes, “I became aware of someone with me, hunkered down in the corner.” She knew it was Jesus. “I felt him just sitting there on his haunches in the corner of my sleeping loft, watching me with patience and love,” she says.
For the next few days she sensed Jesus following her everywhere, “like a little cat.” Finally, she writes, “I took a long deep breath and said out loud, ‘All right. You can come in.’ ”
	That’s a persistent God, one who won’t leave us alone, one who keeps ringing the doorbell for our own good. 
	How do we hear? How do we open up to God’s voice?
	A lesson from Australia might be helpful here. It comes from a woman named Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann. She is an artist, a tribal elder and an educator, and she is an Aborigine, a descendant of the original inhabitants of Australia.
	She talks about a special quality or habit of the Aborigines, and says, “In our language this quality is called dadirri. It is inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. Dadirri recognizes the deep spring that is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. It is something like what you call ‘contemplation.’
	“When I experience dadirri,” she says, “I am made whole again. I can sit on the riverbank or walk through the trees; even if someone close to me has passed away, I can find my peace in this silent awareness. There is no need of words. A big part of dadirri is listening.	
	“My people are not threatened by silence. They are completely at home in it. They have lived for thousands of years with nature’s quietness. There is no need to reflect too much and to do a lot of thinking. It is just being aware.”
	Doesn’t that sound peaceful? Maybe particularly so for us as modern Americans, because we tend to be so uber-connected and overstimulated that we have the attention span of a fruit fly. A recent New York Times article noted that the average American spends at least 8½ hours a day in front of a screen – computer, tablet, TV, whatever. But there’s a point at which the mind starts to rebel. This article noted a new trend in the travel industry: “black-hole resorts” where you pay extra for the privilege of not being able to get online from your room. 
Crazy, isn’t it? But you can just say no for free, too. Some families declare an Internet Sabbath one day a week, turning off everything online for that day. Some go for walks in the woods and leave their cellphone at home. The author of this article goes on three-day retreats to a Benedictine monastery, and just immerses himself in the stillness around him. You can do this at the Abbey of the Genesee, down near the town of Geneseo. 
	The point is that it won’t do you any good to say, “Speak, for your servant is listening,” and then turn from God to the next scrolling news headline on CNN.  We need to make space in our lives to listen.
Bill Bryson tried this. He’s a wonderful environmental writer, and for a book called The Age of Missing Information, he tried an experiment. For one 24-hour period, he taped the entire lineup of all 93 cable TV channels in Fairfax, Va., then he sat down and watched them all – 24 hours of Fox, 24 hours of NBC, 24 hours of Animal Planet, 24 hours of the Game Show Network, and so on. Then, for comparison, he went out to the top of a quiet, remote mountain in the Adirondacks and spent 24 hours in nature, just listening and observing. What he discovered is that the onslaught of stuff that comes at us on cable is a shallow, meaningless jumble – and that that precious day on a mountain conveyed more about reality than any screen could. There’s “another real world” out there that also broadcasts around the clock, he says – and it can transform us if only we hold still long enough to listen.
The scripture tells us this, too, again and again. Samuel hears God’s voice in the stillness, and God speaks until Samuel responds. Jesus leaves the hurly-burly of his public work to seek out quiet places where he can pray and listen. The prophets – Elijah and Habakkuk among them – find that God’s voice comes to them out of silence.
Our lives are different from theirs, but our minds and our hearts work the same way. We haven’t invented a way to speed up the process of listening for God’s voice, to hold God to a schedule, to force God’s hand in this dialogue. We simply need to remind ourselves to unplug, to stop moving, to sit and to listen. 
Richard Wilbur says it like this in a poem called “Walking to Sleep”: “As a queen sits down, knowing that a chair will be there, / Or a general raises his hand and is given the field-glasses, / Step off assuredly into the blank of your mind. / Something will come to you.”
	This I pray for all of us. Amen.
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