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Our scripture reading from 1 Samuel is about the call of the young Samuel and his 
mentor Eli.  Earlier in the book, we learn that Samuel’s mother Hannah was unable to 
have children – and in a fervent prayer to God, she vowed that if she did indeed bear a 
son, she would give him back to the service of God.  True to her word, when Samuel 
was still a boy, she brought him to Eli at the Temple, and he was raised to serve God.  
His name, Samuel, means “God has heard.”   
 
Hear now these words from 1 Samuel 3: 
 
1 Samuel 3:1-10(11-20) (NRSV) 
1Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the Lord under Eli. The word of the Lord was 
rare in those days; visions were not widespread.  
 
2 At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was 
lying down in his room; 3the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying 
down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 4Then the Lord called, 
‘Samuel! Samuel!’ and he said, ‘Here I am!’ 5and ran to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, for you 
called me.’ But he said, ‘I did not call; lie down again.’ So he went and lay down. 6The 
Lord called again, ‘Samuel!’ Samuel got up and went to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, for you 
called me.’ But he said, ‘I did not call, my son; lie down again.’ 7Now Samuel did not yet 
know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. 8The Lord 
called Samuel again, a third time. And he got up and went to Eli, and said, ‘Here I am, 
for you called me.’ Then Eli perceived that the Lord was calling the boy. 9Therefore Eli 
said to Samuel, ‘Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, “Speak, Lord, for your 
servant is listening.” ’ So Samuel went and lay down in his place.  
 
10 Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, ‘Samuel! Samuel!’ And 
Samuel said, ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’ 11Then the Lord said to Samuel, 
‘See, I am about to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears 
of it tingle. 12On that day I will fulfil against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his 
house, from beginning to end. 13For I have told him that I am about to punish his house 
forever, for the iniquity that he knew, because his sons were blaspheming God, and he 
did not restrain them. 14Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the iniquity of Eli’s 
house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering forever.’  
 
15 Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the house of the Lord. 
Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli. 16But Eli called Samuel and said, ‘Samuel, my 
son.’ He said, ‘Here I am.’ 17Eli said, ‘What was it that he told you? Do not hide it from 
me. May God do so to you and more also, if you hide anything from me of all that he 
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told you.’ 18So Samuel told him everything and hid nothing from him. Then he said, ‘It is 
the Lord; let him do what seems good to him.’  
 
19 As Samuel grew up, the Lord was with him and let none of his words fall to the 
ground. 20And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a trustworthy 
prophet of the Lord.  
 
 

I had a fairly vivid imagination as a child.  I loved stories, and I could imagine 
them to life.  I’d often lie awake at night and picture a big, tall bean stalk going up 
through the roof of our house to the giant up in the clouds, or I’d conjure up imaginary 
mice in our walls that could talk and sew clothes and help Cinderelly get to the ball. 

My mom took me to story hour at the library, I loved to hear my grandparents tell 
stories about when they were children, and I loved to sit at the feet of my Sunday school 
teachers at First Baptist Church, where they got into the Bible storytelling with big 
gestures (like the mighty Goliath) and funny voices (like the sneaky serpent in the 
garden).  The story of Samuel’s call in the Temple is a Sunday school teacher’s dream.  
It is dramatic and suspenseful, it is beautifully told, blessedly brief, and is rare as a Bible 
story that features a child as the main character. 

I can still picture the scene of young Samuel in my Children’s Illustrated Bible.  
How exciting, to imagine God talking to a child – maybe even to me.  It was fascinating 
to imagine in the daylight hours.  But at night, things began to feel a little spooky.  I 
mean, if God spoke to Samuel, what’s to keep God from whispering my name in the 
night?  For a kid that was terrified of the Easter Bunny even coming into our house, the 
idea of GOD speaking my name in the dark was more than I could handle.  I knew I was 
supposed to feel excited at the possibility of a call from heaven.  I knew that the story 
meant that even young children had a role to play in God’s kingdom.  I even knew what 
I was supposed to say if I ever heard my voice in the middle of the night: “Speak, Lord, 
for your servant is listening.” 

But I knew myself pretty well, too.  I knew that if I heard a strange voice calling 
me in the dark, I would not be able to utter a peep under the blankets from the sheer 
terror of it all. 

These days, if I were to hear a voice in the night, I would probably question my 
sanity.  Or get more sleep.  Or consult a professional.  I would probably consider every 
possibility, except for the reality that God might be calling me.  If my childhood anxiety 
over Samuel’s story was that it felt too real for comfort, my issue today would be, as 
Debbie Thomas writes, “it feels too unreal.”i  

As our passage reminds us, “The word of the Lord was rare in those days; 
visions were not widespread” (v1).  Samuel (“God has heard”) is a young man in the 
service of the Lord under Eli’s supervision at Shiloh.  He has gained favor with the 
people, he is serving well, and he has matured in the presence and favor of the Lord.  
Eli recently received a pronouncement of judgment on his house from an unknown 
prophet in 1 Samuel 2:27-36 – what follows here in chapter 3 must be read under this 
same shadow.  He is waiting to see (as are we) how the Lord will provide leadership in 
Israel when the priestly leadership has failed so abysmally. 

The word of the Lord is rare, and visions are not widespread. 
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Eli is growing old.  He is physically and emotionally worn out from his parenting 
heartaches (his priestly children Hophni and Phinehas are jerks).  Eli has tried to steer 
them in the right direction, but he has no control over his two sons.  The visions are 
infrequent; his eyes are growing dim.  Whether it is weakened leadership or weakened 
vision, Eli is not the one to see God’s vision for Israel revealed. 

The young Samuel sleeps near the ark, the source of divine presence and 
illumination.  But when Samuel hears his name, he is really confused.  Three times, 
Samuel responds to a calling.  “Here I am,” he replies to Eli (vv.5, 6, 8).  And it is Eli, 
nearly blind and sleeping apart from the divine presence of the ark, who is the one to 
perceive that the Lord is speaking to Samuel.  Eli still has enough insight to steer 
Samuel in the right direction. 

The irony is rather bitter.  The message Samuel receives is God’s message 
against Eli and his house.  Eli’s sons are blaspheming scoundrels, eating the choicest 
parts of sacrificed animals, the parts that are to be given to God (1 Samuel 2:12-17), 
and Eli has failed to restrain them.  It is clear that Eli himself is not corrupt or unfaithful.  
Eli did rebuke his sons (1 Samuel 2:22-25), but he could not control them.  He and his 
entire priestly lineage are now to be punished (v13). 

Samuel delays communicating this news until morning, afraid to face Eli with this 
difficult judgment (v15).  Samuel “opened the doors of the house of the Lord” that 
morning, perhaps performing his usual duty – yet in this instance it takes on new 
meaning, since Samuel is the one to open a new means of access to God’s word in 
Israel.  When Eli calls to him, Samuel gives the same familiar response, “Here I am” 
(v16).  Eli (whose name means “ascent”) wins our admiration by not only asking Samuel 
to recount his experience, but accepting its meaning with integrity. 

The situation described in verse 1 has changed.  The word of the Lord is no 
longer rare, but reliably present through Samuel.  Now the moment has come; the 
channel is opened. 

Do you know anyone who claims to speak to God?  I don’t mean the ways that 
we generally talk to God in prayer, but someone who claims to have actually heard 
God’s voice speak directly to him or her.  What do you think God’s voice sounds like?  
Do you think God speaks in Hebrew?  Greek?  Aramaic?  Latin?  English?  Is the voice 
like thunder, or like the still small voice Elijah encounters in the cave on Mt. Horeb? 

In the 19th century, a man named Joseph Smith in upstate New York claimed that 
God spoke directly to him through an angel he called Moroni.  He wrote down verbatim 
what the angel told him onto gold tablets, that only he was allowed to see and only he 
knew how to translate and read. 

Some of you may remember in 2005 when Pat Robertson claimed God told him 
that God caused Hurricane Katrina as punishment for America’s sins.   

After the 2004 Asian tsunami that killed 225,000 people in 11 countries, a little 
Indonesian boy remarked on television, "We have left our traditional ways, and so God 
was angry with us.” 

Neither Indonesia nor the Gulf Coast is more wicked or deserving of divine 
punishment than any other place or people.  The New Testament discourages us from 
linking divine punishment with human misfortune. 
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In 2016, we had no less than six presidential candidates who claimed God told 
them to run for office.  Now either God was hedging God’s bets, or someone(s) wasn’t 
telling the whole truth about his or her real motives. 
 Maybe all of these people and politicians were telling the truth.  Maybe God really 
did speak to them directly and they are following his wishes.  If that’s the case, then I 
certainly want to know – so I can listen more, heed their directions, or cast my ballot for 
the Lord’s candidate.  But if they’re not telling the truth, to use a Southern expression I 
never really liked but seems to convey my feelings about the matter … if they’re not 
telling the truth, it really sticks in my craw. 

How do we know when we hear God’s voice?   
I teach our preschool chapel on Mondays mornings at Second Pres.  When I 

pray with the children, I pray much in the same way I did with the children a few 
moments ago.  I pray a phrase and let the children repeat after me, offering their voices 
to God.  When I talk about prayer with children here at church or in our preschool, I tell 
them that when we pray, we are talking to God.  Sometimes, we say “thank you” to God 
and sometimes we ask God for things or to help the people we care about. 

I wonder if this is the same way Samuel learned to pray – that prayer is talking to 
God.  It is not surprising that when he heard a voice talking to him, he didn’t consider 
that it could be God.  After all, when we pray to God, we talk to God – when do we learn 
that God talks back?  

Samuel was taught to listen to the Lord.  What are some ways we can listen for 
God?  What exactly are we listening for?  And how do we know when it is God we are 
listening to? 

We need a gauge, a litmus test.  Scripture can be that litmus test.  If there is one 
thing the witness of the prophets has taught me, it is that God has no tolerance for 
those who prey on the weak, who abuse their power, or who eat their fill (ahem, 
Phinehas and Hophni) while others go hungry.  If we read any such oracles through the 
lens of the New Testament, Jesus only upholds this truth.  If you’re looking/listening for 
God, odds are that God is with the poor, the meek, the lowly – and is not as easily found 
in places of wealth and power. 

The community, the church, can also be that litmus test.  In the Presbyterian 
church, we believe wisdom is found in the collective of God’s people.  Part of the 
process of discernment means seeking the wisdom and guidance from others – many 
listeners engaged prayerfully in listening together.  Eli was that community for Samuel.  
When judging God’s voice from among the many others, Samuel (and we) cannot and 
should not do it alone. 

Samuel and Eli need one another in order to hear and understand what God has 
to say. In a time “when words from the Lord are rare, this listening and hearing becomes 
a communal affair.”ii   

We are beginning to realize that we need to listen.  God still speaks to us today.   
The Other Way to Listen, is a children’s storybook about an old man who has a 

special way of hearing the world around him, and a child who wants to learn his secrets.  
When you know the other way to listen, the book says, “you can hear wildflower seeds 
bursting open.  You can hear rocks murmuring and hills singing, and it seems like the 
most natural thing in the world.”  Of course, it takes a lot of practice, and you can’t be in 
a hurry. 
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In Invitation to Love: The Way of Christian Contemplation, Thomas Keating 
writes, “Silence is God’s first language; everything else is a poor translation.  In order to 
hear that language, we must learn to be still and rest in God.”   

Samuel reminds us to pause and not only listen to one another, but to God’s 
voice, God’s call, and God’s will for our present and our future.  God’s call can come 
when we least expect it, and often to those we least expect. 

My charge to all of us is to listen more than you speak.  Look for the ways God 
may be leading you.  God spoke to Samuel through a voice that Samuel could hear with 
his ears.  But there are other ways God speaks to us, too.  Sometimes, we read a story 
or words in Scripture and know they are meant for us.  Sometimes, when we are 
anxious or afraid, we can feel God very close to us, helping us to face whatever lies 
ahead.  Sometimes, when we are struck by the beauty of nature or a work of art and we 
can feel God loving us.  And sometimes, we have a feeling deep inside that God wants 
us to do something to care for another person.  There are many ways we can speak to 
God, and God speaks to us still – but be sure you slow down, consult those wiser than 
yourself, and learn to listen. 

i Journey with Jesus Blog: http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20150112JJ.shtml  
ii David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds. Feasting on the Word, Year B. Vol. 1. Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2008, p. 247. 
 

                                                            


