
Responding to the Call

1 Samuel 3:1-10, (11-20); Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51

Why do we gather for worship? To catch up with our friends (even if it is just to say hi in the

comments section), to be motivated through this time of reflection to give ourselves more fully to

Christ’s mission, or maybe we wish to be a good example to our children. All of these are possible

reasons why we’re here on this January morning.

But because it’s the Second Sunday after Epiphany (Epiphany means manifestation,

revelation), I want you to think for a moment that maybe we are here for conversation. Church is a

location where we can come to listen and to speak to God, to be in conversation with the God who, in

Jesus Christ, wants to converse with us.

We come in a spirit of listening. We want to resume the conversation that may have been

overwhelmed in the past few days in our life. We preachers spend a lot of time in church talking, but

mostly what you do is listening. You know too, in ordinary human conversation, that if someone does

all the talking in a conversation, that person isn’t much of a conversationalist. Good conversation

requires that speakers be good listeners.

Listening to the voice of God isn’t always easy. There are all sorts of reasons why it can be

difficult for modern people to hear God. The main difficulty is not that we are sophisticated, critical

listeners—the main reason is God. If we are honest God often says things to us that we don’t want to

hear. God is God, and we’re not. That means that sometimes when we read scripture, sit quietly, and

say, in effect, “God, speak to us, we’re listening,” that’s when the trouble begins!

Do people stay away from church, not for the conventional reasons—church is boring, I’ve got

better things to do, I don’t like the minister—but because they don’t want to hear what God may say

to them when they’re in church? Well, perhaps that’s a sermon for another Sunday!
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Today’s scripture from 1 Samuel may be a story that you’ve heard before—God’s call of the

young Samuel to be a prophet. I believe this story is best heard as an account of the challenges

encountered by listening to and being in conversation with a living, righteous, God.

Notice how both young Samuel and elder adult Eli hear some challenging, frightening words.

Eli hears some terrible news about the fate of his family. Samuel is given a message to deliver and a

commission to speak up for God that maybe Samuel didn’t want. That’s sometimes the way it is for

us when we dare to listen for God.

 “Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord; the word of the Lord had not been revealed to him”

(1 Samuel 3:7). In the dead of night, the voice of God awakens this inexperienced kid, “Samuel,

Samuel...” rather than disturb the sleep of the theologically trained, professional man of God. Both

Samuel, the youth, and Eli, the elder, however, dare to listen, though the content of God’s speech to

each of them is quite different. The boy receives God’s promise of a bright future; the old priest hears

a word of devastating judgment.

As a bit of background to this nocturnal conversation: Eli has two sons, Hophni and Phinehas,

priests who have been ordained to serve the Lord. Eli’s sons are evil; their father Eli only old and

inept. Eli’s sons have turned their priestly vocation into an indulgence to enrich themselves, skimming

the Sabbath offering. Eli rebukes his sons, but to no avail. (Clergy are rarely good disciplinarians of

their children.) Some unnamed “man of God” gives the word that Eli’s house is in trouble. Just

through words, in conversation, Hannah’s prayer says that God acts to “bring death and makes alive”

(2:6) so God does a “new thing,” by displacing the house of Eli with the young prophet Samuel.

The boy Samuel, who is subservient to Eli, is moved center stage for a devastatingly divine

proclamation (3:11-14). Eli instructs Samuel on the proper response to God (vv. 9-10), giving Samuel

the words with which to answer Yahweh (v. 9). Samuel obediently repeats those very words (v. 10).

2Responding.ser.wpd



Note that the roles in regard to speaking and hearing God are being reversed (vv. 15–18). Eli is a

priest, someone who moves from God’s people to the altar of God, someone who facilitates

divine-human dialogue.

But now Eli is dependent upon Samuel to hear God’s direct, living word. Samuel receives

God’s word but is reluctant to tell Eli the oracle against Eli’s house (vv. 15-18). Samuel makes the

same response to Eli that the boy will soon make to God: “Here am I” (v. 16).

Power has shifted. The once innocent youth is authorized; the elder, knowledgeable Eli is now

dependent upon young Samuel. The house of Eli had been promised authority “forever” (2:30), yet

the family has abused the sacred trust. Now Eli’s family receives a promise of punishment (3:13).

Samuel hears this word of judgment that he doesn’t want to speak but nonetheless dutifully repeats

anyway. Though the “word is rare” and visions infrequent (v. 1), Samuel receives then speaks the

word from the Lord that nobody wants to hear (v. 11).

The word of God has shifted from Eli, from the established synagogue and now rests with

Samuel (v. 19); the child of miraculous birth who is now the bearer of revelation, the one in whom

God’s future speaking is entrusted. All is accomplished by “the word of the Lord,” and yet the

outworking of God’s will occurs with divinely sought assistance from the “word of Samuel” (v.4). God

elects to speak to the ecclesiastical establishment with the aid of an untrained, uncredentialled youth.

(Perhaps in the same way that youthful “Nones” who stay away from church are trying to speak to us

today?)

The text says that none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground (v. 19). The vocation of the

prophet Samuel and the judgment upon Eli’s priestly family occurred in a dry season for spirituality.

“The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread” (1 Sam. 3:1). Was the

paucity of speech due to a reluctant God or to inept listeners?
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Finally, God once again speaks and is heard, not by an aging priest “whose eyes had grown

so weak he was unable to see” (v. 2), but by the young Samuel who hears his name called and then

is given a vision of his vocation. (A sermon on this passage had the preacher relate, “When God

calls, God calls you by your very own name, not by somebody else’s.” The old do have something to

do for the young—instruct them in the nature of divine/human conversation.)

Though Eli had been living with and working for the God for years, young “Samuel didn’t yet

know the Lord” (v. 7). A second and third time Samuel is called. (In divine vocation, it seems God’s

call must be repetitious and persistent, “Moses, Moses,” “Samuel, Samuel,” “Saul, Saul, until finally

the call is heard.”)

Typical of scripture, the story of Eli is reported without moralization, explanation, or

exhortation. The most thought-provoking character isn’t grieving old Eli or even the up-and-coming

young Samuel. It’s the God who is in conversation with both Eli and Samuel, busy giving and taking,

promising, entering into the thick of human life, ending and beginning….with words.

This is just a little snippet of a nighttime conversation between God and a youth and between

God and a youth and an older adult. Maybe God has never spoken to you as God spoke to young

Samuel. Perhaps you’ve never received a tough word of judgment from God like that which was

given to old Eli. Still, I’m betting that you have indeed been in conversation with God, in one way or

another.

Time and again in our history, when we have betrayed God’s love with our infidelity,

misunderstood, fled into the darkness, stopped up our ears and hardened our hearts, God has

returned to us and has restarted the conversation. Thus, Paul prayed that God might “open for us a

door for the word” (Col. 4:3), acknowledging that this conversation is at God’s initiative. Here’s a

conversation that always has to be begun by God.
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I must say that when you read scripture, as we are studying it this morning, you see

throughout that divine-human dialogue God proving to be remarkably resourceful, full of stratagems

and devices— resulting finally in the incarnation, Word Made Flesh, Jesus, being perhaps the most

imaginative of all.

If God should stop talking, if God should withdraw, even for a moment, into sullen silence,

leaving us alone to talk to ourselves, that would be frightening. Yet here’s the promise behind this

story: God’s creative, life-giving, intrusive Word keeps on creating, keeps being made flesh, keeps

pushing in, having its say. God keeps resuming the conversation even when we have let the

conversation end. God keeps coming to us, even in the middle of the night when our defenses are

down.

There’s a strange snippet of scripture in the first letter of Peter that claims that Christ went to

hell and preached to hell’s inhabitants, even those that had been destroyed in the flood. Martin

Luther admitted that the piece of scripture,1 Peter 3:19-22, Christ’s preaching to those souls in hell, is

an “obscure passage…so that I do not know for a certainty just what Peter means.” Luther read this

as a parable of Christ’s preaching: Christ is so intent that the gospel be heard by all that he goes so

far as to preach to those “that lie captive in the prison house of the devil.”

Christ is so determined to find us, to speak to us, and to be in eternal conversation with us that

Christ even descended to the dead and preached to the dead. T hat’s how determined Christ is to

speak and to listen to us.

Listening to scripture is not primarily a means of learning about people’s experiences with God

in the past. Scripture is an account of the God-human conversation that is begun and, at every step

along the way, is sustained by God.

It’s a conversation that began the moment God declared God’s determination to be for us:
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“You will be my people and I will be your God,” (Jer. 30:22) and accounts for the ever present reality

of God connecting with us, of God’s give-and-take conversation with us.

“You will be my people and I will be your God” is the basis for this conversation and is our

great hope in life, in death, in any life beyond death—God is determined that nothing will defeat

God’s determination to be with us and to have us be with God. God does not speak into a void; God

is engaged in conversation.

Of God it can be said as the psalmist sang:

You hem me in, behind and before,

and lay your hand upon me….

Where can I go from your spirit?

 Or where can I flee from your presence? 

 If I go to the heavens you are there, 

if I make my bed in Sheol you are there. (Psalm 139:5-8) 

Thanks be to God who calls us to listen and respond. Amen
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