Sunday Morning 19th October 2025.

When Paul put me on the rota as this week’s speaker he said I could choose what my topic would be since there are just three or four ‘stand alone’ weeks between the previous topic, Creation-tide, and the beginning of Advent. Sometimes it’s more difficult to decide when there are no guidelines and I’ve been milling a few ideas around.

It’s been a week (just over a week) of encounters in various guises: the first ‘encounter’ was last weekend, when Gareth and I were away on our annual reunion of our old Youth Fellowship friends. We go back over fifty years, at least the ‘originals’ do; others have joined along the way (through marrying ‘original’ members!). During that time our conversations have reflected the stage of life we were in at the time; young kids, careers, older kids, kids going to university, kids getting married, grandkids, and now we’re all a bit more creaky and groany and less able to do the walking we generally do on these weekends. Our faith during this time, the thing that had linked us all in the first place, has come to mean much more to some while others have pretty much walked away from it; this hasn’t affected the friendships, despite it we still have a strong bond between us.

On the way back from the reunion Gareth and I went to visit Tony Bull who many of you will remember as he and his wife Judith were part of MSCC for many years. Tony is keeping very well, appeared to be fit as a fiddle in all but his memory which he is struggling with to a degree. Nevertheless we had a lovely couple of hours with him, chatting through a variety of topics. His daughter Elizabeth (some of you may remember) was there as we arrived, checking his food supplies for the regular weekly shop she does for him. “I’m under management now” quipped Tony to which Elizabeth replied, “no, you’re ‘under assistance’!”. It was lovely to renew our friendship with him, the encounter of an old friend.

We were back home just for one night then I was off again, this time to Hull to visit Sr. Pippa and spend several days on retreat there.

Sr. Pippa has been known to many of us here at Main St since we first went on a retreat at the Retreat House in Chester which she was running at the time. For me personally, and for many others too I’m sure, this was the beginning of a journey down the road of silence, stillness and appreciating the presence of God, learning to encounter it in the everyday. After Pippa moved away she came back to lead many more of our weekends, gently guiding us along the path of silence and stillness, ready for what encounters may come our way. After she felt she could no longer travel to our weekends she and I have kept in touch, first I went to see her where she lived in Peterborough, a house she shared with another sister on a difficult estate where there had been a murder affecting the whole community; the role of the sisters being to integrate into the community and be known as a house of prayer. From there she went back to the convent in Derby, where she sought to live independently within the town alongside those of other faiths, and get to know those around her through – I guess you would say – daily encounters; cancer cut this short and she had to move back to the convent for the duration of her treatment and recovery, rather a long recovery as it turned out. Now she is in Hull, to where the convent has ‘downsized’, needing to sell the larger premises for financial and practical reasons, there being fewer sisters now.

When I go to visit I benefit from some days of a retreat myself as well as catching up with Sr Pippa. As some of you already know, it so happened this year that the date I’d arranged to visit coincided with Pippa’s 50 year anniversary of taking her vows, becoming a ‘real nun’ if you like, it was a privilege to be able to be there to share in the Eucharist service and subsequent lunch (for once not in silence!) 

So, moving on from my encounters of this past week, I need to bring in some scripture here….

Isaiah 30:21 says…’Whether you turn to the right or the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you saying, “this is the way, walk in it.”’; I added this verse to a page in my journal recently, implying it must’ve come to my attention one way or another; I had been referring back to it, praying around it, and so I thought I would bring it to your attention too!

Although the verse was spoken to the people of Jerusalem, it can also be taken very much at a personal level and maybe we can take a look at what it could mean to hear that voice behind us, if indeed we wish to hear it at all! 

How do we reach the point of hearing from God so (apparently) easily if indeed we even want to? The scripture makes it sound easy, a sort of children’s party game - let’s put on a blindfold and guess whose voice we can hear. 

Let’s take a look at someone else hearing from God, the familiar story of Samuel and Eli, in 1 Samuel chapter 3. In case you’re not familiar with the story Samuel’s mother Hannah had prayed for her son, promising God that should she have a child (boy) she would ‘give him back’ to God and she did just that; at a young age Hannah took him to the temple, and left him in the care of Eli the priest, thus committing his life to God.

I expect you’re aware what happened; in the night when both Eli and Samuel were asleep Samuel heard a voice calling to him; he went to Eli, saying “here I am”. Eli replied that he hadn’t called Samuel, telling him to go back and lie down. Again this happened, with the same result. When this happened a third time Eli realised that it was the voice of the Lord calling Samuel, directing him to say those familiar words “speak, for your servant is listening.” 

There’s a little verse tucked away here, verse 7, which says, ‘now Samuel did not yet know the Lord. The word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.’ Loosely interpreted I take this to mean that Samuel wasn’t yet very mature in his faith - after all he’s still relatively young at this stage and there was a lot to learn! So he couldn’t discern that the voice wasn’t Eli’s.

Samuel did indeed say to God, “speak Lord……” when he next heard the voice, and God then proceeded to give Samuel a prophecy, a particularly hard prophecy for Samuel to hear since it was condemning Eli and his sons, who according to the previous chapter were wicked men, ‘they had no regard for the Lord.’ The following morning Eli asked Samuel what the Lord had said to him and Samuel was understandably reluctant to divulge what he had been told, but Eli pressed Samuel who then told all.

Fact (that I came across this week) English has about two hundred thousand words; the average person uses between twenty and thirty thousand. Biblical Hebrew, on the other hand, has about eight thousand but relies on a core of about two to three thousand words, in other words it’s a much ‘smaller’ language. Yet this doesn’t limit how things are described, the difference is that their words are much richer in meaning, having multiple layers. In Hebrew, unlike English, there are not separate words for ‘listen’, ‘hear’ or ‘obey’; they are seen as closely related concepts, so if someone is saying listen/hear, the concept of obeying was also in their minds. In other words in the Bible to truly hear something means to act on it. And so we see that Samuel acted on what God told him, though he was reluctant; hearing/listening and obeying were seen as one thing.

To open this out a little more, let’s take an example in the psalms; ‘Hear my cry O Lord’ doesn’t simply mean ‘listen to me’, it is a plea to do something about it, about the situation. 

Similarly, often when Jesus is teaching, perhaps telling a parable, he often ends with ‘let he who has ears to hear, listen,’ and what he is really saying is “do what I’m saying, follow my teaching.” 

(Eg parent to young child, “are you listening to me?” Really means “why aren’t you doing as I tell you?”)

Samuel heard the Lord’s voice and acted on it, although not immediately, not until he really understood. Though he felt awkward telling Eli the prophecy (blaming his sons) he went ahead and did it however tricky that felt. 

So how can we hear the Lord’s voice and obey it? After all, it’s through hearing and obeying the Lord that we mature in our faith, as we see in the incident with Samuel.

There are many ways in which we can hear the voice of God; through scripture, through others (trusted fellow Christians) through circumstances and of course through prayer. Encounters, all of them.

Hearing and obeying were part of Samuel growing, maturing, in his faith. A definition of spiritual maturity that I read just this week: ‘spiritual maturity is the ability to remain at peace to nurture the gifts of faith, hope and love in your life no matter what’s going on outside.’ As we grow and mature with our walk with God others are blessed, so we mature in our faith for others as well as in ourselves.

Back to this week. My days on retreat are basically days of silence and contemplation, taking the opportunity to slow down, go for walks, contemplating scripture – all these become a form of prayer, contemplative prayer, lingering in God’s company as it were, and this is where I feel most ‘at home’.

There are, of course, many different types of prayer, these include praise, repentance, intercession, petition, confession, and contemplative; through all of these we can hear from God in different ways. ‘Hearing from God’ isn’t necessarily an audible voice as we imagine Samuel hearing (verse 10 does actually ‘the Lord came and stood there’); it could be a ‘gut feeling’, a nudge, a word from a trusted friend or indeed it could be an audible voice, our experiences are I’m sure many and varied. We can experience God’s presence through nature – take that regular walk a little slower perhaps; or through music, poetry, art, or indeed any of these; we can learn to look for this in the everyday things of life. 

Unless we’ve ’signed up’ to the contemplative life it can seem to be, in fact it can become, rather indulgent. Let’s think about what we hear of Mary and Martha in Luke chapter 10. We hear Martha complaining bitterly to Jesus that she is doing all the work while Mary sits at Jesus’ feet. Much has been spoken, written and preached about this passage, and indeed the implication seems to be that we all should spend our days ‘sitting at Jesus’ feet’; but I feel that overall the general consensus seems to be that it illustrates two distinctly different ways to serve God and the ideal is to harness both in our lives. 

Barbara Peacock, an American woman, talks of ‘Contemplative action’. Contemplative Action, she says, is action that emerges from our real encounters with God; as we spend time in His presence he is equipping us to serve him no matter how ill equipped we feel. She goes on to say that ‘Contemplative Action is impossible without being radically in touch with the source of our life through prayer and contemplation.’ So a mix of both Martha and Mary here. And Samuel heard the Lord’s voice and acted on it, though as we heard he was both young in years and young in his faith so it took him a little longer to identify the voice of God.

Barbara Peacock works hard to spread the word of ‘Contemplative action’ now, in the US and internationally, in the 21st century. 

A woman who had the same desire to encourage others to draw closer to God and act on what they heard lived five centuries earlier. She was Teresa of Avila, the anniversary of whose death in 1582 was celebrated on Wednesday of this week. To understand her place in history, it helps to remember the world that she was born into; just two decades after Columbus opened the Western Hemisphere to Europe, and only two years before Martin Luther set in motion the Protestant Reformation. It was a turbulent backdrop, yet Teresa stands out as a spiritual beacon whose influence stretched far beyond her own time.

In a world largely shaped by men she charted her own course. Despite her father’s opposition she became a Carmelite Nun; she became a woman of extraordinary contrasts; wise yet practical, intellectual yet grounded, mystical yet full of energy for reform. She was a contemplative who also rolled up her sleeves to put her faith into action.

Known as a ‘Christian mystic’, (what you could call ‘contemplatives plus plus’!) she founded religious communities across her native Spain, and is remembered for two of her writings in particular; ‘the Way of Perfection’ and ‘the Interior Castle’, both of which are highly regarded in Christian Spirituality. Teresa emphasises that the path is not reserved for mystics alone; every Christian is called to enter this “castle within”, through prayer, humility and perseverance. “The important thing in prayer,” she says, “is not to think much but to love much.” At its heart, she says, the Interior Castle is an invitation to discover that God is not distant, but already dwelling at the centre of our being, waiting for us to approach him more and more each day. The goal of prayer, says Teresa, is a loving encounter with God.

How much are we searching for such an encounter?

One of the most powerful spiritual passages attributed to her is often referred to as “St Teresa’s Bookmark”, because it was found written on a piece of paper she used as a bookmark in her prayer book after her death.

It was written in Spanish, of course, and it encapsulates the essence of her profound mystical teaching on our relationship with God:-

I’m going to end with this….

“Let nothing disturb you,
Let nothing frighten you,
All things are passing away; 
God never changes.
Patience obtains all things.
Whoever has God lacks nothing.
God alone suffices.

Amen
