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Scripture Texts:

1 Samuel 3:1-10
Psalm 116 ( p.347)
Luke 19:37-40

"In those days there was no king in Israel. All the people did what was right in their OWN eyes."
Judges 21:25

This bleak closing verse is from the book of Judges. The prophet Samuel lived at the turn of the
eleventh century BC, and the book of First Samuel, which follows the book of Judges, begins in a time of
deep crisis. In Israel, the era of the judges was marked by disobedience to God, idolatry, anarchy, and
violence. Its political system was too weak to unite the scattered tribes, and society had descended into
corruption and brutality, especially toward the weakest and most voiceless among them. This is the context
for this morning’s passage from the third chapter of 1 Samuel. Yet Scripture directs our attention not to the
corrupt tribal leaders, the ineffective judges, or the immoral priests in a society that has lost its way, but to
three apparently powerless people whom no one is watching.

The first person is not in this morning’s reading but without her faith there would be no story.
Hannah, thought to be barren, finally had her fervent prayer answered and she gave birth to a son.
Somehow, she knew that children thrive when you let them go, that love abounds when you when you give
it away. In her gratitude, she declared

“For this child | prayed, and the Lord granted me the petition that | made to him, Therefore | have
lent him to the Lord. As long as he lives, he is lent to the Lord” (1 Samuel 1:28)

So, Samuel became a Nazirite, a child dedicated to the Lord. This lifelong devotion placed him
under the care of the elderly high priest Eli, apprenticing him in the temple for service to God.
Eli is the second person in the story. He is filled with regret because his sons, who were expected to
become Israel’s next generation of priests, are described in Scripture as “scoundrels” with “no regard
for the Lord or for the duties of the priests” (1 Sam. 2:12). Among their sins are rape and the theft of
the sacrificial meat brought to the temple to honor God. Eli believes his life’s work has failed and that
he has nothing left to offer. He has withdrawn from his duties, sleeping in his own room and entrusting
the priestly work of guarding the ark of the covenant and tending the lamp of God to the third person
in the story: Hannah'’s little boy, Samuel.

“The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread. “

Given the corruption of the priesthood, it is not surprising that God’s voice had grown silent.
Eli’s failing eyesight and the flickering lamp of God suggest the dimness of divine presence, even within



the temple. The story opens in this silence: God’s absence had become the norm, and “Samuel did not
yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.”(1 Sam 3:7) He lies
dutifully near the ark, alert not for God’s voice but for the needs of his elderly mentor. Then he hears
the call he has been expecting: “Samuel, Samuel”

He is on his feet and running to Eli’s room. “Here | am”, he says breathlessly, “for you called me.”
Eli looks up groggily.” | didn’t call, my son,” he says “go back to bed”.

This happens two more times. Each time, Samuel hurries to Eli’s side and wakes up the old
priest. But the third time, Eli remembers. He remembers a time when the word of the Lord was not
rare, when visions still came. He recalls the voice: the sound of it, the urgency, its sudden arrival, the
way it interrupted him and rearranged his settled life. Could it be?

“Then Eli perceived that the Lord was calling the boy. Therefore Eli said to Samuel, "Go, lie
down, and if he calls you, you shall say, Speak, Lord, for your servant hears.” So Samuel went and lay
down in his place. Then the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, and Samuel said "Speak, for
your servant is listening™ (1 Sam 3:8-9)

Although no two periods of history are alike, the struggles of this ancient community echo many
of the issues we face in our own time. We, too, see once-stable governing and judicial institutions
strained by lawlessness and corruption. Conduct that until recently would have shocked us is now often
excused or dismissed with a shrug. This, too, is a time when people “do what is right in their own
eyes”—when laws and norms are cast aside, leaving a deep sense of instability and chaos. So, what can
this story of an old man and a young boy teach us about God’s ways in our own time? Let me offer
three possibilities.

First, God speaks to those who are listening for God’s voice. If we don’t expect to hear it, we
won’t recognize it. But the good news: God is also persistent. If we don’t get it the first time God will
call again—and again. But in order to hear, we need to step out of the cacophony of voices that assault
us. Circumstances were dire in the eleventh century BC, but at least there was no social media,
breaking news, or artificial intelligence. In our time, the task is often to pick out God’s voice amid the
many voices—including our own—that promise easy comfort, stir fear and anxiety, or speak in cruel
absolutes. We do this by seeking silence, refusing to react to every new outrage, and resisting the
assumption that every crisis must lead to the outcome we fear most. Eleventh century Israel was
careening out of control by every visible measure, yet God was already at work through two seemingly
powerless but deeply faithful people who had not surrendered to cynicism and despair.

Second, God often works through humble and unlikely people to accomplish God’s purposes.
We do not remember the names of the corrupt judges and immoral priests who dominated Samuel’s
world. Instead, we remember the names of a small child and an old priest. In the end, that confused
little boy grew up to become a priest in Israel, obedient to his calling for all of his long life. But not only
a priest: He uniquely served as the last of the judges, as a prophet, and kingmaker. He warned Israel
about the dangers of earthly kings, yet he also anointed Saul as Israel’s first king and, following God’s
lead, identified the most unlikely second king, David, a shepherd boy and the youngest of Jesse’s sons.



As Isaiah later promised, “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch
from his roots shall bear fruit...with righteousness he shall judge the poor and decide with equity for
the meek of the earth” (Isaiah 11, selected verses). Centuries later, another child would be born in
Bethlehem from David’s family line. Samuel was the prophet who led Israel from the age of the judges
into the age of the monarchy and ultimately to Jesus of Nazareth

Finally, there is Eli, the old priest. He no longer expected a new revelation or believed the Lord
would speak to him. Yet his long life had given him experience: he had heard God'’s voice, seen visions,
and gained the wisdom Scripture honors. So when Samuel kept waking him up, Eli began to understand
that the voice calling Samuel in the night was the voice of God. Though the message was not for Eli, he
still played a vital role in God’s purpose: His wisdom and experience helped Samuel answer God’s call.

A few weeks ago, there was a very timely guest essay in the New York Times. Some notable
older Americans were invited to share the best and worst things about being over 80. They included
people like Bob Dylan, Liza Minelli, and Gloria Steinem (who is actually 92). But | was most touched by
Art Garfunkel (of Simon and Garfunkel fame) who had this reflection about the best part of being old.

"You gain a longer view. Time stretches behind you, and patterns reveal themselves. The
urgency softens. You listen more closely. You notice what endures. For me, it has always been
the voice, the words, the quiet spaces between them, and the melody. In your 80s, you trust
those spaces. You don’t rush to fill them. You let meaning arrive on its own terms."

This is the special gift that we have if we are lucky enough to be old!

For Eli “meaning arrived on its own terms”. The voice was not for him, but he listened closely to
“the words, quiet spaces between them”. Something deep within him stirred. He knew what his role
was. He knew exactly how to counsel Samuel.

Mr. Rogers, of PBS television fame, once told his young audience "When | was a boy and | would
see scary things in the news, my mother would say to me, 'Look for the helpers. You will always find
people who are helping."" Similarly, in dark or confusing times there are, and have always been, good
and faithful people. The scriptures are full of stories of people who followed God’s precepts instead of
chasing after the false Gods of their day, and because of their quiet and persistent faithfulness, changed
the course of history. We know how to recognize them. They feed the hungry, cloth the naked, visit the
sick, welcome the stranger and sojourner, love their neighbor as themselves, all of their neighbors, not
just those who agree with them. These are not the ones who are in the headlines. We have to look for
them. We are called to BE one of them.

Amid the constant noise, the true word of the Lord may seem rare in OUR day. Yet the Lord is
still speaking, if we make time and space to listen—and if we strive each day to be ready to say, “Speak,
Lord, for your servant is listening.”

Amen.



