
‘Speak, for your servant is listening’ – A homily for Epiphany II 

  

1 Samuel 3.1-10 
John 1.43-end 

In our Scriptural readings today we get two beautiful vignettes. These stories should 

remind us that though we often look to our Bibles for doctrines and objective truths, what 

we get more often that not is compelling and provocative stories that point us to the beauty 

and mystery of God. And more often than not such stories open us out to deeper questions 

and wider imaginations, rather than freezing us in some abstract conceptual framework. 

 In our first reading today we have an enchanting encounter between an old and frail 

priest and the young prophet Samuel. For Eli the whole world has grown old, the temple 

rituals and practices that used to mean so much have begun to lose their vitality and power, 

and his eyes have grown dim as his vision of God and his world has begun to falter. Samuel 

is at the other end of things. His world is awake to wonder, possibility and promise, but he, 

as yet, does not have the experience or skills to navigate or understand the world properly 

and so needs the help and advice of one who is older than him. Samuel needs old Eli so he 

might understand the world, whereas Eli needs the young Samuel to rekindle hope where 

there is only cynicism and drudgery.  

 In this story both old Eli and young Samuel learn obedience to the word of God. 

Neither can generate the newness that is needed in a world that has become distant from 

God and a religion that has been abused by the cynical exercise of priestly power. Samuel is 

quick to respond to the voice he hears and runs to the old priest ready to take direction and 

instruction, but Eli quickly realises that the prophetic spirit has awoken in the young boy 

and that he needs to direct him to listen not to Eli, but to God. Eli ‘who’s eyes have grown 

dim,’ probably only has the faintest realisation that the word that Samuel will hear will 

mean an end to his priestly authority and judgment to his wayward sons, but he knows 



enough to understand that this divine word needs to be heard, even as it both wounds and 

blesses. 

 Twice the young Samuel comes running to Eli, excited to hear this new word of 

instruction, and his words reveal his willingness to respond to the call. ‘Here I am.’ 

Unknown to the young prophet, this is the word spoken throughout the Hebrew Scriptures 

by those who are open to the call of God in their lives. ‘Here I am,’ says Abraham as the 

knife quivers in his hand, ‘Here I am,’ says Moses as he removes his shoes at the burning 

bush, ‘here I am,’ says Isaiah as the burning coal touches his lips. ‘Here I am.’ Are we able to 

make this response as we discern the still small voice speaking in the silent depths of our 

hearts? What might it mean to respond to this silent call in our lives, both as individuals, 

within our families and as members of the Church? 

 As we turn to the pages of our Gospel, we have another encounter, this time between 

Philip, Nathanael and Jesus, in the opening chapter of John’s Gospel. Philip brims with 

excitement that he has met the one ‘about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets 

wrote.’ But Nathanael is more questioning, doubting that ‘anything good can come out of 

Nazareth.’ But still, he is carried away by Philip’s enthusiasm and sets out to meet this 

Jesus. John frames the whole encounter between Nathanael and Jesus in terms of reference 

to the patriarch Jacob. As Nathanael approaches Jesus, Jesus exclaims, ‘here is truly an 

Israelite in whom there is no deceit.’ Immediately we remember Jacob, the deceitful 

schemer who in the stories of Genesis tricks his father and brother, stealing their blessing 

for his own, but who finally is confronted by God in a vivid dream, a dream that completely 

transforms him as he is given a new name and a new identity. In the same way this 

encounter with Jesus will change everything for Nathanael as he comes to see in this Jesus 

the place where heaven and earth meet, and Jacob’s ladder is finally given human form. 

 Both of these stories seems to suggest that we can only hear the word of God if we 

allow space and time for that word to emerge. What people look for in our church is a place 

and a community of silence and space, but so often church feels so activist and exhausting. 



But Samuel hears the word of God as he lies on his bed, and Nathanael is seen for who he 

truly is as he resides under the fig tree, a symbol of the messianic rest that the prophet 

Micah speaks about, ‘in the latter days… everyone shall sit under his vine and under his fig, 

and none shall make them afraid.’ All our anxious business prevents us from experiencing 

the rest that God calls us to, prevents us from really experiencing our world of a place of 

delight, somewhere in which we might find a home. But it is only when we find ourselves 

at rest and at home that we can begin to hear that still, small voice. And only then can we 

say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’ 


