
Prayer: practising the scales of holiness 

1 Samuel 3. 1-10, [11-20] 

 

In  a reflection on the story from 1 Samuel 3,  

one of the readings for today , 

Rosalind Brown  

encourages us  

to put ouselves in the shoes of Eli.  

 

His track record as a priest was abysmal.  

 

He had failed to deal with the appalling actions  

of his two sons, Hophni and Phinehas,  

and so  

was complicit in their greedy extortion of people  

who came to the shrine to worship.  

 

They kept meat  

supposed to be offered  as sacrifice  

for themselves  

and sexually exploited the women  

who served at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 

 

 The author of 1 Samuel writes of them, 

“The young men’s sin was very great in the Lord’s sight, for they caused 

what was offered to him to be brought into general contempt. 

 

Then, when a woman in deep distress was praying,  

Eli   

was so pastorally insensitive  



that he accused her of being drunk.  

Surprisingly, that woman, the childless Hannah, has  the courage to 

stand up to Eli and gain a blessing. 

A few years later,  

the child born as a result of that blessing  

was, amazingly,  

entrusted by Hannah  

to the care of this elderly man.  

 

The spiritual life of the nation  

had reached such a low ebb that 

 “the word of the Lord was rare in those days  

and visions were not widespread.”  

 

Although this is a shrine,  

set apart for the worship of God,  

its spiritual life is so poor,  

and Eli  

so unused to God’s doing anything like this,  

that it takes three attempts  

before it dawns on Eli  

that maybe  

this is the Lord calling Samuel.  

 

The breakthrough comes  

only because of Samuel’s naïve persistence,  

but, having realised what is happening,  

Eli guides Samuel in how to respond,  



The next day, to give him his due, Eli demands to know the message, 

accepts it, and despite knowing the terrible judgement that is upon him 

perserveres to  nurture Samuel in faith. 

Despite his abysmal track record as a priest Eli allows the grace of God to 

work through him.  

 

Prayer is about being attentive to God. 

Prayer is more  concerned with God eliciting a response from us than it 

is with us getting a response from God. 

 

Prayer is about practising the scales of holiness. 

Practising scales is tedious and repetitive. 

The analogy works with all sorts of things, 

 practising the basic skills of any craft  

is tedious and repetitive. 

But if we do it, something takes hold of us,  

something seems to come from outside of us. 

It’s not like saying we practised and practised  

and so it was inevitable  

that inspiration would come  

only because of our own efforts,  

it’s saying that  

the scales opened doors to things,  

made us open to possibilities  

that we would not other wise be open to. 

Practising scales  

may not feel like lying about in the Sun  

to get a tan  

but that is what it is like.  



Rowan Williams 

 once used the following analogy  

about meditative prayer. 

 he said 

 

You’re not going to get a better tan  

by screwing up your eyes  

and concentrating.  

You give the time,  

and that’s it.  

All you have to do  

is turn up.  

And then things change at their own pace.  

You simply have to be there  

where the light  

can get at you. 

 

Screwing our eyes up with effort  

won’t make any difference  

to the tan that we get. 

 We have to put ourselves where the Sun can get at us 

And the sun does the rest. 

Practising Scales puts us  

where inspiration can get at us. 

Prayer puts us where God  can get at us. 

 

Every week in the Church Times  

there are  adverts for parishes  



that want a priest or a ‘leader’ to help them grow,  

 

But I don’t get a sense   

that any of those parishes have stopped to do  

the easiest and simplest thing of all.  

It would not really take that much  

for an entire congregation  

to pray a simple form of prayer  

at the same time each day,  

every day.   

It doesn’t require special abilities or skills or resources, all you have to do  

is do it. 

 

God will do the rest. 

 

 


