
Homily from Revd Canon Dr Stephen Foster 

The calling of the boy Samuel is set at a watershed of Israel's 

history. It is fairly early in the life of a nation 'settled' in The 

Promised Land. 

'Settled' though is rather a misnomer. Here, between the period 

of the Judges and of the King's, things were far from 

perfect...tribal disputes were threatening to tear the nation 

apart, as in Judges 21, 'all the people did what was right in their 

own eyes'...not least the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phineas, 

corrupt priests and scoundrels...and worse still, from our 

reading for today, ' the word of the Lord was rare in those days.' 

  

I say this as a prequel to Samuel's call, because this context, this 

'sitz im leben' as biblical scholars call it, gives the story a 

particular import, and 'stand alone' quality. In this sense, this 

'call story' like the parables in the New Testament can be 

applied to any age and culture. 

  

'Speak for your servant is listening.' 

  

So, firstly, is a 'calling' for particular individuals, or for any 

individual? Is it only certain people who are 'Samuels' in their 

calling by God, or in this sense, can we all bear the name 

'Samuel' in our being? 

Often we hear of some professions as 'real callings', where 

others are   referred to only as 'jobs.' 

  



'Speak for your servant is listening.' 

  

Some folk have a very romantic notion of 'call', and apply it 

only to such societal roles as priest, doctor, nurse, social worker 

etc...where someone 'other', in our terms God, has overseen a 

particular vocational road for a particular person, whereas with 

others, he hasn't. 

  

'Speak, for your servant is listening.' 

  

Well, sometimes I think we are rather too precious about 

'calling' being for the few. I believe that the canvas of what 

people can be called to is a lot broader than we might first 

imagine. Samuel at first was simply 'called' by God to what, he 

did not know. Then as he grew, he realised the call was to a 

kind of enigmatic prophecy. 

  

If we 'lie down' and in our passivity, place ourselves in the 

hands of God, our calling by him in so many ways and to do so 

many different things can become that much the clearer. 

  

'Speak for your servant is listening.' 

  

I myself found it very hard to listen to God. As a teenager, I was 

very     intent on telling God what 'me, myself, and I' wanted to 

do! 

An airline pilot, a barrister, an opera singer, a lecturer....the list 



of        possibilities seemed boundless. But whilst one or two of 

these became very much part of me, I knew they were not at 

my very core. Strangely, the last thing I wanted to be was a 

priest, the very thing I believe I was/am called to be. 

  

'Speak, for your servant is listening.' 

  

Rather like Samuel, in any clarity, I didn't have a sense of God 

calling me for some time. When I did, I pushed it away..yet still 

there was a 'nag'.  After being selected for training at 19, I 

wasn't convinced I had heard correctly. Even on the day of 

ordination, two degrees later at 24, God was annoyingly quiet! 

  

'Speak, for your servant is listening.' 

  

Secondly, now substitute St Mary's or St Guthlac's each as a 

sort of      collective 'Samuel'. Then ask, how do we hear God's 

call to us as a      congregation in the power of the Spirit? 

Against a background of attentive listening, how do we discern 

God's call to us in our corporate way forward?...how we discern 

where he wishes to lead us? 

In this story and beyond, Samuel's ears became more and more 

attuned to the will of God in forwarding the life of a 

nation...sometimes  successfully, sometimes not...eg in the 

institution of Kingship. 

Making faithful decisions based on faithful 'listening' 

cannot only be the purview of the Parish Priest, nor just of the 



PCC, but of every Christian heart who asks 

  

'Speak, for your servant is listening.' 

  

Lastly, I wonder if the whole Church is actively listening to God's 

voice in terms of Christian Unity? Following Jesus' words in 

John's Gospel, are we in our denominations listening to and 

acting on God's voice that the Church should be one, so that 

the world may believe? 

When I was on General Synod for eight years, the ecumenical 

debates rightly encouraged and supported local ecumenical 

partnerships like the one at The University of Leicester. Here we 

listen to God and each other as we are called to work together 

for the communities in which God has placed us. 

  

Where we fall down is at a theological level where progress 

toward 'full visible unity' lags behind excellent local progress 

such as the above. God's call for us to be one 'so that the world 

may believe' will not      happen until our fractures are healed 

and we put our energy into helping such healing. 

  

So, how well do we listen when the Lord speaks to us about our 

own  calling, the shared calling of our two churches, and the 

calling of the whole Church to be one? 

  

'Speak, for your servant is listening.' 

I hope and pray we are in each of these ways.          Fr Stephen 


