January 14, 2018 
Psalm 139; 1 Samuel 3:1-20


	“O Lord, you know me… You know when I sit down and when I rise up… Where can I go from your spirit? Can I get away from your presence?... even the darkness is not dark to you.”
	This psalm was my best friend through high school and college. I depended upon it for reassurances that no one else could give – not my parents or teachers or youth leaders or friends. Their promises that “everything would be ok” and “it will all work out” sounded empty in comparison to all of the BIG questions that loomed overhead my teenage self – what classes should I take to prepare for college, what colleges should I apply for, what college should I accept, what major should I pursue, what summer job would help me get a real job after college, where should I live, how will I make friends, who should I date????... Young adults face so many life-changing questions. And with each question comes innumerable possibilities. As I weighed options and ran between activities and piles of paper, this psalm reminded me that whatever happened, wherever I might go, God was with me. There were no good or bad choices. I could not choose the thing that happened to be God’s choice for me, anymore than I could make another choice that would lead me away from God; every choice and possibility were already filled with God’s presence. God knew the thoughts that filled my mind. God knew the fears that filled my heart. God knew where I would ultimately end up (wherever that was). And God would be with me while I got to that point.
“O Lord, you know me… You know when I sit down and when I rise up… Where can I go from your spirit? Can I get away from your presence?... even the darkness is not dark to you.”
If Psalm 139 and this story about Samuel were the script for a play, the psalm would be the narrator’s voice telling the audience what the characters don’t yet know for themselves. Here is the wisdom that Samuel will uncover. Here is the truth of what’s about to happen, though it will seem confusing and comedic. Though Eli and Samuel were literally and metaphorically searching in the dark, they were not lost. God knew who they were, and knew who they would become. God’s light would shine in the midst of them, bringing both the joy and pain that comes with knowing more.
“O Lord, you know me… You know when I sit down and when I rise up… even the darkness is not dark to you.”
Eli’s eyes were growing blind, so he couldn’t see God at work in the world. Samuel was just learning how to serve God, so he didn’t know what God’s voice sounded like when he heard it, and he certainly didn’t know how to respond to that voice. Both men were too sleepy to think through the situation, so they fumbled around in the dark until the light went on in Eli’s mind: this is the voice of God.
We can almost hear the wheels turning in his head: middle of the night, voices, silly boy hearing his name, that voice, (pause) his name, that voice, his name, that voice. Maybe Samuel wasn’t dreaming? It didn’t work to ignore the voice or run away from the voice, so now we must give it time and attention. Maybe the voice was real? If the voice was real, it must be God, for there was no one else. What should we do be? Be still. Stay. Listen. Turn our attention to God.
“O Lord, you know me… You know when I sit down and when I rise up… Can I ever get away from your presence?”
If, as the psalmist proclaimed, God’s presence is always near, but if, as Eli and Samuel knew, the voice of God is rare, they were blessed with a sacred moment. A miracle. It took another miracle, an ordinary one to make sense of what was happening. They needed something different from their usual way of being and doing. Instead of getting up and running around, instead of talking and drowning out the other noises and voices, they needed silence. They needed stillness. They needed to truly stop and listen.
There are regular moments of quietness in our days, usually transitional times when we end one thing and wait to begin another: the time between breaths, and between songs on the radio, after traffic stops flowing one way but before it begins the next way, during a prayer before meals, the moments after absolute wakefulness and before unconscious sleep. Quietness isn’t unusual (though it often goes unnoticed), but silence – real silence – is a rare thing. More often, our thoughts interrupt our mental quietness, loudly demanding attention. Or the world’s noise – traffic and airplanes and phones and radios and appliances – fill our homes and ears with beeps and buzzes and rings. True silence is a full, intentional, weighty sound. Silence carries significance and attention. Like when you’re walking in the woods and all the animal noises and the wind stop – while it seems that everyone and everything is listening and watching and waiting to see what will happen next.
One of my favorite theologians and authors, Kathleen Norris, was an elementary art teacher. She led her students in a silent exercise each year, then had the students create a visual rendering of what silence is like. She first invited the children to make as much noise as they could – stomping, clapping, yelling – anything that could be done from their seat. And she said it always took a few attempts to really do it well, truly making as much noise as they possibly could. But then she lowered her arm, when they had to make silence. Silence where they breathed normally (not holding their breath or making funny faces and gasping afterwards). Silence without a pencil dropping or a seat squeaking or any noise at all. True silence. She said that it also took a few attempts before reaching success, but silence always happened. “Children were able to become so still that silence became a presence in the classroom.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Norris, Kathleen. Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith. “Silence.” Riverhead Books, New York: 1998.] 

That is what Eli invited Samuel to find. Stillness and silence so rich and full that it became its own presence. For after Eli and Samuel could get out of their own way, after they made this special space, they found the presence of God within that sacred silence.
It is difficult to hear God above the noise of life. Even back then, without technological noises, it was difficult to get away from distractions. Even in the middle of the night, to hear God, Eli instructed Samuel to quiet his own voice and still his mind. Before these men and since them, faithful teachers have taught that silence is our best help in listening to God. Keep silence before we pray. Make silence within our worship. And then, hold silence within our prayer. For prayer is a conversation. Conversations are dialogues, between multiple parties, where each has time to speak and time to listen. Our prayer is not just talking to God, but also listening to God.
Soren Kierkegaard wrote that “To pray does not mean to listen to oneself speaking. Prayer involves becoming silent, and being silent, and waiting until God is heard.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Imaging the Word, vol. 3. Epiphany 2, Year B, pg. 120.] 

This is something for us to practice individually, as well as collectively.
	Within our worship services, there are moments of silence – intentional and unintentional. The quiet moments that happen in between elements, in the small spaces between words – these aren’t really silences, but busy and frenetic quiet moments when we are waiting for the next thing to be. On the other hand, the moments of silence after our Confession and after the Sermon, and in our Pastoral Prayer – these are intentional moments which should be heavy and full of presence. These are times when we don’t just stop talking, but we actively wait and listen for God to speak to us.
The Desert Father Ammonas wrote in the fourth century, “it is by silence that the saints grew, that it was because of silence that the power of God dwelt in them, because of silence that the mysteries of God were known to them.”[footnoteRef:3] Silence is like fertilizer that we bring to our other spiritual disciplines – scripture reading, prayer, worship – that after a good application, grows our faith to flourishing. Silence gives us the space to feel God’s presence wherever we are, hemming us in, behind and before. Silence brings answers to the questions we have, regardless of what age we are, and brings other questions that we did not know we had. [3:  Letter XII, P.O.XI, 606.] 

We have a month before Lent begins. As you think about how you will keep the season, consider taking the invitation to silence. A few minutes a day, an hour a week. A time when you are freed from thinking and doing. A time when you just need to sit, be still, and listen. Perhaps this is something for us to take on as a congregation. For in keeping silence, we will experience the miracle of God’s voice. In the quiet moments, we will hear with clarity what we could not hear above the roar of life. We will know that God is with us. And perhaps we will also find the ordinary miracle of knowing ourselves a bit better, too.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“O Lord, you know me… You know when I sit down and when I rise up...” So, “speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Let those who have ears to hear, listen to the Word of the Lord. Amen.

