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Discernment leadership and new possibilities of life in a difficult context  
 

 

Brother Peter Bray, Vice Chancellor of Bethlehem University has spoken here several 

times.  He has thrilled us as he told of the mission of the De La Salle Brothers who, in 

the light of God’s gifts and inspiration offer to young people in a difficult context a 

new possibility of life through education.  At Christmas Brother Peter wrote a card 

that said: 

Special Christmas greetings from this holy place where it all began!  Thank 

you for your ongoing prayerful support and for standing in solidarity with us.  

The challenges are very real, but God’s presence is also very evident in so 

many of the things that happen.  As a result I have great hope in God’s power 

at work here.    
 

As a Congregation and Parish we will soon find ourselves reflecting at some depth on 

whose we are and what we are called to be and do. Brother Peter’s words and 

confidence in the power of God may help us as we seek to discern the way forward.  

And there are some connections between these thoughts, and the story of Samuel.     
 

Samuel’s parents were childless.  When he came as a gift of grace they responded by 

dedicating him to God.  He served in the sanctuary under Eli the aged priest of Israel.  

What seems to be a story about youthfulness and faith is about how the Spirit of God 

continued to work to provide leadership and a vision of life in a context of decay 

decline and difficulty.   
 

Samuel rose to leadership when the people were still settling into the Promised Land.  

He filled many roles in his life: prophet, priest and community leader, but after him, 

no one person functioned in such a multi-skilled way.  His role was to lead the people 

through a time of transition that culminated in the establishment of the monarchy and 

all the questions that provoked.  
 

Today’s reading sets the scene for this transition.  As a priest, Eli was a leader in 

Israel.  His sons assumed they had an ongoing role in leadership but they had no 

regard for the Lord, or the duties of the priests to the people [1 Sam 2:12].  Eli’s sons 

were regarded as scoundrels whose transgressions defied the covenant.  A new 

beginning was needed, free of their dynastic intentions.  Samuel’s call is the point 

where the Spirit of God moved to introduce fundamental change.  This tender story of 

Samuel hearing the voice of God in the sanctuary is about political power play.  It is a 

game changer that sets the boundaries in a totally different place.  Samuel’s rise did 

not come about because he aggressively sought power and influence.  He did not set 

himself against Eli, his mentor and father in God or criticise the actions of his sons.  

Nor did he seek higher qualifications in theology or management.  The Spirit of God, 

which had been active from Samuel’s conception, was the driver of his life, and 

always and everywhere directed the service he offered.  



The graphic tells the story of “where it all began”.  Sleeping in the sanctuary by the 

Ark of the Covenant is exactly what a person in the ancient world might have done if 

they were seeking a revelation from God by word or dream.  We don’t know whether 

Samuel slept there on his own initiative or Eli’s.  What we know is this was a time of 

spiritual drought.  The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not 

widespread [1 Sam3:1].  How often do we look for visionary theological leadership in 

the church, but do not find it?  How many times do we hope for words that will 

inspire and lead, and are disappointed?  In Samuel’s day there had been a decline.   

Eli’s sight, real and spiritual had begun to grow dim, but the one who keeps Israel was 

not asleep: the lamp of the Lord had not gone out [1 Sam3:2-3]. Hope was still alive: 

the light of life still shone in a context of corruption and decline.  A new possibility 

was about to emerge through Samuel, whose place close to the centre of faith and 

whose openness to the voice that addressed him are still significant qualities for 

leadership in the Church.   
 

At first discernment was a problem for Samuel.  What happened was new to him and 

he saw it only in human terms: it was Eli calling.  Eli too was slow to understand.  But 

for all his weaknesses he knew being open to revelations is a key quality of leadership 

in the church.  Eli directed Samuel to heed the message, and pass it on regardless of 

whether or not is was so powerful and disruptive it would make both ears of anyone 

who hears it tingle [1 Sam 3:11].  This time it was Eli’s ears that would tingle.   He 

and his household would fall, and all authority would pass to Samuel who would be a 

prophet whose work would be effective, because God would let none of his words fall 

to the ground.  All would know and rely on Samuel as a trustworthy prophet of the 

Lord [1 Sam 3:19].  Not only did he have the ability to hear what was being said to 

him.  He had the gumption to pass it on regardless of whether it was a word of 

comfort or power.  It is a credit to Eli that he was man of God enough to say it is the 

Lord, let him do what seems good to him.  
 

This is not an idyllic text set especially for children.  It is about how the word of God 

remains alive and active in the midst of corrupt and despairing circumstances, 

overturning all our expectations.  The thrill of knowing God continues to work is 

enough to make the ears tingle.  But it also means having to face past failures and deal 

with the wreckage left by life having fallen short of what was meant to be.  What 

allows us to do this is knowing that against all odds, God continues to work, to bring 

down and to raise up creating new possibilities for life.   
 

A new chapter followed, led by Samuel, but governed by the word of God given to 

him.  With Samuel’s help, a monarchy, like that of surrounding nations was 

implemented.  But it did not happen at the expense of the deep question of who 

should ultimately rule.  Was it to be the people, the monarch, or God who had led 

them thus far?  The question was to be fundamental for community life and formative 

for our understanding of Church State relationships.  
 

Samuel’s place in this story does not rest on political confirmation or ecclesiastical 

approval.  His authorization to become a leader was grounded in nothing other than 

the freedom and promise of God whose creative energy sought to find a way forward 

out of decay and impending decline.    

Later in the year we shall hear more of Samuel’s doings but today he comes to us as a 

figure who invites us to think afresh about the possibilities that may exist for Spirit 

lead leadership in the church, and in the public life of our world.   



What if faithfulness stood alongside public power to remind it that grasping and 

rapacious ways, born of violence and continued in revenge, do not bring life and will 

not have the last word?  What if in the Church corrupt and degenerate understandings 

of faith were rebuked, paving the way for new beginnings in faith?  As we look out at 

the world, and reflect on the life of the church, do we not long for a new word from 

God for our time?  It is said you should be careful what you pray for.  What we want 

might be something new that tickles our fancy.  But what comes is more likely to be a 

disruptive word, challenging the direction we are taking in faith and life, yet offering 

hope in the words of ear tingling promises that transcend the worst we can do.   
 

Imagine if we found ourselves enabled to dream of new possibilities for life that 

softened hearts hardened to faith, and reached beyond the apathy and brokenness of 

the present to give birth to new hope?  God’s disclosure came to Samuel in a context 

of decline and corruption.  As the people struggled with the challenge of new patterns 

of social and religious life, the movement of the Spirit towards Samuel enables us to 

see that hope is more powerful than decadence, and faith is stronger than cynicism 

and grief.  We need such a vision, such a dream to guide us again today, in our land, 

in our world, and in our church.  

 

*** 

 


