
I. What am I hearing, What am I 
seeing?

What did you hear? Was it yanny 
or laurel? We were given another 
example recently of how subjective 
our senses are. A short audio clip 
of a computer-generated voice 
became the most divisive subject 
on the internet since the gold/blue 
dress controversy of 2015. The 
recording seemed to be saying 
one word; about half hear ‘yanny’ 
while the rest hear ‘laurel’. It’s an 
audio illusion. It has to do with the 
way our brains interpret info from 
our ears and how our ears collect 
that info in the first place. When 
there is ambiguity in the 
interpreting of this info in the brain, 
the brain locks in on 1 
interpretation. This means even 
when there is ambiguity in the 
reception of the sound waves 
entering our ear— we are SURE 
we know what we heard. When the 
brain is uncertain about something 
it uses surrounding cues. So if you 
know someone named Yanny you 
were more likely to think the 
recording said yanny. If you are 
older and don’t hear higher 
frequencies then you were more 

likely to hear yanny. The 
frequencies that make up the Y 
sound on the recording could have 
been artificially created with higher 
ranging frequencies that dropped 
out some of the L sound 
frequencies on the lower end. If 
this were to be graphed we might 
say that we are only able to hear 
this middle part of the audio 
frequency graph and depending on 
which part we hear better our brain 
would tell us we heard either 
yanny or laurel.  1

In my house I’m the only one who 
heard ‘laurel’. Which means I’m 
the only one who can hear. Most 
audio experts have said the 
recording is saying laurel. This 
may be the most controversial 
thing I’ve ever said in a sermon. 
Nonetheless, this strange internet 
sensation is a reminder that 
sometimes we need a little help 
with our ears. 

Our ears need help; they must be 
trained— as was the case for 
Samuel. Our sight isn’t much 
better. Our vision needs help. This 
was the case for Eli. 
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II. Vision was rare in those days

This episode of the call of Samuel 
is chock full of understated details 
that are loaded statements. “The 
word of the Lord was rare.” “Vision 
was not spread about.” “Eli’s sight 
was growing weak.” And yet, “The 
lamp of God had not gone out.” 
This scene is set with such grand 
poignancy and hope. 

The word of God had not yet been 
revealed to Samuel. So when 
Samuel heard God speak to him 
his brain interpreted it as Eli’s 
voice. Eli can’t see; Samuel can’t 
hear… yet. He needs someone to 
teach him. We all do. Eli tells him 
what to do— go and lie down, and 
if he calls you, say, ‘Speak, Lord, 
for your servant is listening.’ 

This month we will be reading 
stories from 1 Samuel. This is a 
sermon series that I’m calling, 
“Hear, I am” [h-e-a-r]. “Hear, I am: 
listening for God in 1 Samuel.” 
Clever, huh? 1 Samuel tells the 
story of the rise of the monarchy in 
Israel. It tells of the tragedy of 
Saul’s life and the rise of David… 
who could also be described as a 
tragic figure. The concern in the 
book is always with the nature of 
worship and practice of faith in 
God. The baptist scholar Stephen 

Chapman says the main concern 
with this book is, “Not only about 
the rise of the monarchy but about 
the threat of civil religion.”  We see 2

this in the interplay between Saul 
and David. One uses prayer as a 
tool of the state, the other out of 
genuine trust in God. More on that 
in the coming weeks. We see 
drama already between Eli and his 
sons. Eli might teach Samuel how 
to hear but he never teaches his 
children how to act. Eli’s sons take 
too much of the offerings for 
themselves and abuse the women 
in their care. Eli gives them a slap 
on the wrist, but nothing more. 
From then on his sight grows dim. 
He was the high priest of Shiloh; 
the one to guide the people the 
way Moses did through the 
wilderness, and yet he was going 
blind. 

The old proverb says— without 
vision the people perish. That 
wisdom has been touted by 
leadership gurus at every 
leadership conference ever. More 
and more people are noticing a 
connection between leadership 
and listening. If you aren’t a good 
listener you are isolated. If you talk 
too much you’re limiting your 
intake of ideas to what is already in 
your head. Maybe vision was rare 
in Eli’s day because the people 
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had stopped listening. They had 
tuned out Eli— after all, how could 
someone who let such terrible 
immorality go unchecked be worth 
listening to anyway? They had 
stopped listening to each other. 
These were dangerous times— 
with all those Philistines on the 
loose— there’s no time to trust 
anyone or listen to anyone. No 
listening. No vision. No space for 
God to work. 

We all need to be taught how to 
listen. Less than 2% of people 
have ever had any formal 
education on how to listen.  We 3

typically only listen to about 25% of 
what is said.  We listen to people 4

at a rate of 125-250 words per 
minute, but think at 1,000-3,000 
words per minute. 55% of a 
message's meaning comes from 
the speaker's facial expressions, 
38% from how he says the 
message and 7% from the actual 
words spoken.  Vision is rare when 5

listening is rare. We need to 
practice listening… recognize that 
our hearing and seeing is 
subjective and open to error 
(yanny?)… we need to reflect upon 
what we hear… ask questions… 
and remember that this is the way 
we make ourselves available 
instead of running off in the wrong 
direction. We carry this inability to 

listen into our life with God. We 
don’t know how to listen as we 
ought… we don’t know how to pray 
as we ought. 

III. Shiloh: What Prayer Should 
be

The Greek Philospher Epictetus 
famously said, “We have two ears 
and one mouth so we can listen 
twice as much as we speak.” 
Prayer needs to be more than just 
us talking. Prayer must be 
something other than us listing our 
concerns and needs to God—who 
already knows. Prayer should be  
more about us opening ourselves 
to a God who is always present; it 
is we who are not always present. 
We are quick to escape and be 
entertained— tune out. It is not we 
who summon God down, but we 
who make ourselves available to 
God. 

That’s why we should be listening 
as much as talking. What does that 
mean when it comes to God as a 
conversation partner? It means 
allow space— it means listen and 
look. Listen to your breathing, 
listen to the words of scripture, 
listen to wise friends, listen to 
criticism, look around, look at what 
God has made, look for the fruits 

�3



of the spirit, look for the presence 
of Christ. Look and listen. Hearing 
and sight are connected. 

Daniel Kish lost his sight to retinal 
cancer when he was two years old. 
But, he has regained his vision… 
just not vision like we might think 
of it. He taught himself to see by 
using his ears. He has developed 
his own sense of echolocation. 
Kish makes clicking sounds as he 
moves through the world, and his 
brain uses the echoes to create a 
three-dimensional image of his 
environment. These images, he 
insists, are rich in shape in texture. 
He can’t perceive color, yet in 
another way his image of the world 
is more developed than those of 
sighted people. This is because he 
not only “sees” what’s in front of 
him but what’s behind him as 
well. He doesn’t see his blindness 
as a disability. In fact, he even 
rides a bike around the town where 
he lives. Clicking the whole way. 
Some people call him batman. Not 
because he wears a cape and 
drives a fancy car. But, because he 
uses the same methods bats use 
to see in the dark— echolocation. 

There’s a lesson here for prayer. 
Prayer should involve an 
intentional listening that leads to 

the creation of our understanding 
of our surroundings. 

IV. Keeping the Lamp Lit

The lamp of God had not yet gone 
out. This loaded phrase makes me 
think somehow— between Eli’s 
ears and Samuel’s eyes— just 
maybe these 2 can keep that lamp 
lit. And in the dim light of that lamp, 
perhaps vision might return to the 
land. But, keeping a fire going isn’t 
easy. 

We baptists have been so 
enamored with the fire of revival 
and conversion. It’s almost as if 
we’ve turned the whole faith into a 
transaction— simply because 
we’ve focused so much on the 
coming to faith part and ignored 
the growing in faith part. It’s like 
we’ve gotten people to join the 
gym, but haven’t encouraged them 
to stick with the workout plan. 

A priest once traveled to see a 
renowned spiritual teacher far off 
in a remote village, to spend time 
on retreat with him. "Master," he 
said upon arriving, "I come to you 
seeking enlightenment."

"Well, then," the master said, "for 
the first exercise of your retreat, go 
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into the courtyard, tilt back your 
head, stretch out your arms and 
wait until I come for you.” Just as 
the priest arranged himself in that 
position, the rains came. And it 
rained. It rained the rest of the 
afternoon. Finally, the old master 
came back. "Well, priest," he 
asked, "have you been 
enlightened today?"

"Are you serious?" the priest 
asked, in disgust. "I've been 
standing here with my head up in 
the rain for an hour. I'm soaking 
wet. I feel like an idiot!"

The master said, “Well, for the first 
day, that sounds like great 
enlightenment to me."6

He might as well have said, “Go 
and stand out there and if you hear 
something (if you see something) 
say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant 
is listening.’”

Prayer is more a posture than a 
poem. But, if a poem were to 
describe prayer it might say 
something like Mary Oliver’s 
poem, “Praying”…

It doesn’t have to be
the blue iris, it could be
weeds in a vacant lot, or a few
small stones; just
pay attention, then patch

 
a few words together and don’t try
to make them elaborate, this isn’t
a contest but the doorway

 
into thanks, and a silence in which
another voice may speak.7

Truth is to truly lie down and say, 
“Speak, Lord, your servant is 
listening” is terrifying. We worry 
that we won’t be able to bear the 
vulnerability of that moment. And 
so we skim through life an inch 
deep. Like deer in the headlights, 
we look this way and that. Our 
eyes dart this way and that filled 
with external stimulants, but 
there’s nothing within worthy of the 
beauty outside. Because we have 
not dared to cultivate the depths 
within for fear of where that might 
lead… for fear of the pain of this 
process we live painless lives… 
superficial lives… passionless 
lives. Praying the way we are 
meant to pray… the listening 
way… is to enter into God’s 
presence by coming alive to the 
way God is present to us. It’s 
coming to be present to ourselves, 
to the world, to the God who is 
within and without… in whom we 
live and move and have our being. 
If you dare: go and lie down God 
and if you hear something… or see 
something… say, ‘Speak, Lord, 
your servant is listening.’  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