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THE TWENTY-FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Teach Them to Listen
I Samuel 1:4-20; II Timothy 1:1-7

Most often, I think, when we hear this story, we think of it as Samuel’s
story.  Samuel was the longed for son of Hannah and Elkanah.  So grateful
for her son was Hannah that she “gave him to the Lord.”  That is, when he
was old enough, she brought him to the sanctuary at Shiloh to serve the priest
Eli.

Samuel has a rather remarkable story.  He was the last of the judges to
rule in Israel and the first of the so-called classical prophets.  While he was
never referred to as a priest, he certainly served that role for the Hebrew
people.  It was Samuel who anointed Saul and David, the first two kings of
Israel.  Samuel has quite a remarkable story, but this story is not his.  This is
Hannah’s story.

Sadly, Hannah’s story is a rather painful story–at least the portion we
just heard.  Life did get much better for Hannah after she had children, but
this part of her story is sad.

Life was especially challenging for women 3200 years ago when
Hannah and Elkanah married.  I guess life has always been tough for women
in one way or another.  Throughout much of human history a woman’s value
has been tied largely to her ability to bear children, male children, in particular. 
That was certainly the case in Israel’s history.  Hannah, however, was barren. 
It is obvious that Elkanah loved Hannah, but, as was common in the culture,
Elkanah took a second wife, Peninnah, who apparently had no trouble
bringing children into the world.  Unfortunately, she used her fecundity against
Hannah, taunting her, irritating her, provoking her to tears until she refused
to eat.  Scripture describes her as Hannah’s “rival.”  As much as Elkanah tried
to soothe his wife’s broken spirit, Hannah felt unworthy and a failure at the
one thing she was supposed to do.

Children, then as now, were seen as a gift of God.  In that place and
time, however, it was understood that God was in control of the process.  If
a child was born, it was God’s doing.  If a woman did not conceive, it was
God’s doing.  With no alternatives available to her, when the family made its



annual pilgrimage to the sanctuary at Shiloh, Hannah spent her time in the
temple praying to God for a son.  On this one occasion, the priest Eli
happened to be sitting nearby.  He could see Hannah praying, her lips moving
in fervent, desperate prayer but, because she made no sounds, Eli assumed
she was drunk.  In fact, what she was doing was making a bargain with God. 
If God would give her a son, she would raise him as a Nazarite and prepare
him to serve in the temple beside Eli.

When Eli confronted Hannah and accused her of being shamelessly
intoxicated in the house of the Lord, she poured out her heart to the priest
who finally listened and heard her story.  He blessed her and prayed that God
would grant her desire.  The rest of her story is fairly happy.

I do not think that this story is merely about a woman finding her
meaning and purpose in life by having children.  I think it is about listening. 
Elkanah did not really listen to his wife.  Her rival, Peninnah, certainly did not
listen to her tears.  Her priest did not at first listen to her prayers but based his
assumptions only on what he saw and did not hear.

Fortunately, Eli did finally hear Hannah and God heard Hannah.  As the
story is told, her prayers were answered and she was faithful to the promise
she had made to God.  If you remember, Samuel’s story is also about
listening.  I love that experience when Samuel was lying on his cot and kept
hearing his name called.  Thinking Eli was calling him, he ran to him several
times.  Finally, Eli realized it was God speaking to the young man and told him
to listen and answer.  Samuel did so and God invited him to serve the Lord
and Israel in a profound way.

Elkanah, Peninnah, Eli, Samuel, perhaps even Hannah herself, had to
be taught to listen.  So do we.

The Apostle Paul’s affirmation of his young protégé Timothy fits well into
this Old Testament story for Paul traces Timothy’s faith through his family.  “I
am reminded of your sincere faith,” he wrote, “a faith that lived first in your
grandmother Lois and your mother Eunice and now, I am sure, lives in you”
(II Timothy 1:5).  We don’t know everything about Timothy, but we do know
that his mother and grandmother were instrumental in nurturing Timothy’s
faith.  They, along with Paul, taught him to listen to God.

That is our job as parents.  That is our job as a family of faith.  We are
supposed to help children like Iris and the others who are a part of our
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congregation to learn to listen to God.  We are supposed to teach our own
children, if we have them, to learn to listen to God.  We are supposed to help
one another learn to listen to God.

How do we do that?  Well, how do you listen to anyone–a child, a
parent, a spouse, a friend, a stranger?  You focus on what they are saying. 
You give your full attention.  You shut off your own concerns for a time and
focus on the concerns of someone else.  You ask questions when you don’t
understand.  You reflect on what was said so that you do not forget.  Listening
is being engaged with, attentive to, caring about what someone else has to
say.

Elkanah loved his wife Hannah, but he did not listen to her.  Her
struggle was not only about her inability to have children.  It was also about
her struggle to understand herself as a wife and as a child of God.  Had she
done something wrong to incur God’s disfavor?  Was she a failure as a wife? 
He did not hear the pain she felt at being ridiculed by Peninnah.  He did not
hear her desperation.

Clearly, Peninnah did not hear Hannah because she was too wrapped
up in her own self-importance which was probably fueled by her own
insecurity.  What a comfort it would have been if she had commiserated with
Hannah instead of ridiculing her.

Eli, too, was slow to hear Hannah.  Ministers have to work as hard as
anyone at listening to hear what is not being said.  That was Eli’s blunder. 
Fortunately, when he did make the effort to listen, he helped repair the rift in
Hannah’s heart and the one she felt between her and God.

What might God have been saying to Hannah all of those years that she
did not hear?  Through Elkanah’s fumbling and frustrating words could God
have been reminding her that she was loved simply for who she was and not
what she could or could not do?  If part of her prayer had been true silence,
might Hannah have heard assurances and affirmations and gained courage
to push back on the abuse her rival was doling out day by day?  To listen to
God we have to be attentive, alert, interested, and focused.  We have to try
to hear God.  Listening to God can be gleaning insight from scripture and
gaining new understanding from dialogue with other Christians.  It is practicing
prayer so that we become better at communicating with God.  It is being open
in heart, mind, and spirit so that God can speak and we will listen–as most of
the people in this story finally did.  Listening to God is recognizing the
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presence of God in worship, and sensing the Spirit of God leading us day by
day.

Speaking during a Moth storytelling event several years ago, Marco
Huertas, who grew up in Guatemala, told of an experience that forever
shaped his life.  His parents provided for him and his siblings, but there was
never extra money for allowance.  They encouraged their children to find ways
to make their own money.  Marco was good at math so he began tutoring
other children to earn some spending money.  About that time, gas stations
(similar to our convenience stores) started selling more American
food–nachos, sodas, candy, and jumbo hot dogs.  One day as he was
walking, he saw that one of these stations had jumbo hot dogs, which he
really liked.  So he went inside to get one . . . and came out with two!

He was strolling along the street eating one hot dog with one hand and
holding the other hot dog with the other hand.  He saw a man and his son
approaching.  The boy was about ten years old.  By the way they were
dressed and looked, he could tell they were poor.  The boy probably worked
with his father to help out.  As they passed by one another, the boy looked at
the huge hot dog and asked, “Where did you get that?”  Marco casually
motioned to the gas station and said, “You can get one over there.”  The boy
looked up at his father as if to ask if they could get a hot dog but the father
clearly had a look of “No, we can’t afford it” on his face.  A voice in Marco’s
head said, “Come on, Man, give it to him.  You don’t need two hot dogs.  Give
it to him.”  But he didn’t.  He just walked away.  That was not the end of the
story because Marco said that something broke inside him that day.  That
second hot dog did not taste nearly as good as the first one.  He spent the
next two days walking all over that area, trying to find the boy and to make
right what he had done wrong.  He realized that this was one of those random
opportunities to assert himself as a decent human being.  He missed that
opportunity and, he said, it has haunted him the rest of his life.

The host of that Moth storytelling show commented that Marco is now
a research scientist studying computational neuroscience at the University of
Texas Health Center.  These days he volunteers at three different non-profits
because he does not want to let that boy go by again without doing
something.1  I would say that Marco Huertas has learned to listen–to other
people, to himself, and probably to God.

1 Marco Huertas, "An Extra Hotdog," The Moth (October 8, 2013).
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People hear God in many different ways: in thunder and storm, in
silence, in the still, small voice, in children, in music, in art, in the sound of
another heart beating.  I believe God speaks all the time . . . in a temple in
ancient Israel, on a cot in a darkened bedroom, in a busy street in Guatemala,
in a sanctuary in Rocky Mount, in whatever place you find yourself.  I believe
God speaks to adults and to children.  We must teach our children by
example to listen . . . to themselves, to one another, and to God.  Amen.
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November 14, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Our hearts are filled with joy as we celebrate with these who are so dear
to us, O God.  At a time when health is threatened by a pandemic around the
world, when unity is threatened by discord across our country, and the well
being of so many is threatened by needs throughout our community, we long
for the hope and promise that this precious little one brings, a reminder of
your immeasurable love for us and your call for us to have love and concern
for one another. Enfold Iris in your care, we pray, even as you wrap your arms
of protection around all of us. In our moments of worry and uncertainty, guide
our steps and calm our anxious spirits. When we are lonely and afraid, walk
with us to reassure us that we are not alone. In all of the perplexing and
challenging circumstances around and within us, sustain us by the gift of your
grace and encourage us with the strength of companions for the journey.

Because your great love for us calls us to love one another, Merciful
God, we pray not only for ourselves but also and especially for the neighbor
who depends on our compassion, the stranger who hungers for welcome, and
the world in need of the love you have called us to share. Teach us to reach
beyond ourselves and our comfortable places to ease the suffering that
engulfs so many lives.  Grant us wisdom and courage to face the complexities
of our world and to seek solutions with creativity and humility.  Fill us with the
persistent hope that seeking justice, acting in mercy, and walking humbly with
you will make a difference in our lives and in the life of every person we
encounter.  Work in us and through us, we pray, to bring your life and light to
a dark and hurting world, through Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of
your Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


