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Now the boy Samuel was ministering to the LORD under Eli. The word of 

the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not widespread. At that time Eli, 

whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was lying down in 

his room; the 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. 

 

Then the LORD called, “Samuel! Samuel!” and he said, “Here I am!” and 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. 

 

The 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.” Now Samuel did not yet know the LORD, and the word of the LORD had 

not yet been revealed to him. 

 

The 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. Therefore 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. 

 

Now the LORD came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel! Samuel!” And 

Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

A few years back, Verizon Wireless had a series of commercials that featured a variety of people 

on their cell phones asking the same question, “Can you hear me now?” How many of you could 

relate to that experience when you saw the commercials? We’ve all been there, haven’t we? 

Trying to get a signal; dropping a call in the middle of an important statement. It’s frustrating, 

isn’t it? 
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When I was driving through the Upper Peninsula to come down to the Bishop’s office in 

Lansing, I often had to conduct a lot of work on my seven-hour commute. I used to call friends, 

family, and church people, saying, “Now, I want you to know that I’m going to lose your call in 

a minute or two, but I’ll call you back in another fifteen minutes or half an hour.” I knew where 

all the dead call zones were and just about when I would drop their call. 

 

I’ll never forget the time that the Bishop and district superintendents scheduled a retreat for us at 

one of our camps, only to discover there was absolutely no cell phone reception. It was so 

frustrating. We were supposed to be on a working retreat and we had no cell reception and no 

internet access. Each night, all the superintendents would drive five miles down the road as we 

made our phone calls and sent out our emails for the evening. It’s crazy when you don’t have a 

signal, isn’t it? It’s so hard when you just need to stay connected. 

 

Have you ever struggled with the reception when it comes to your own faith journey and your 

experience with God? Have you ever prayed and wondered, “Lord, can you hear me now?” Do 

you ever hope that God would just speak out loud to you so that you can know the answer to 

your questions and move in the right directions in your life? 

 

Our scripture lesson this morning tells the story of the call of Samuel, but it begins by saying, 

“The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread.” In other words, 

folks were not hearing much from God. I don’t know that they were saying much, either, but 

they didn’t really hear much from God or see much of what God might have in store for them. 

Their reception was blocked. Have you ever felt like that in your faith experience? Perhaps it 

might help to have some background as to what was going on among God’s people. 

 

Samuel was the long-awaited child of Hannah, who had been infertile for quite some time. When 

she did give birth to Samuel, she took him to the Lord in the days before the Temple and offered 

Samuel to God to serve alongside the priest, Eli. At this time, the tent of the Lord had come to 

reside in Shiloh. God’s presence was said to dwell in this place. 

 

Eli already had some sons of his own that were supposed to assist him in his work, but they were 

not the best of preacher’s kids. They were more than a little mischievous. In fact, the scriptures 

say that they were “scoundrels.”2 They took advantage of the people’s sacrifices. They also were 

caught sleeping with women at the door to the tent of the Lord. When Eli confronted them, they 

ignored him. Moreover, Eli did nothing more to discipline them or help them to see the error of 

their ways. All the while, the young Samuel served faithfully alongside Eli. 

 

Our lesson this morning tells us that by this time, Eli’s eyesight had grown dim and he wasn’t 

able to see as well anymore. It’s almost symbolic of his inability to see the harm that his sons 

were doing as he overlooked their actions. The situation is kind of dire for the people of God.  

It’s no wonder that no one was hearing from God (“the word of the Lord was rare”) and no one 

was seeing any visions of God, either (“visions were not widespread”). There is a lot happening 

in Eli’s house that prevents the signal from getting through to the people. 

 

The situation seems hopeless. At the moment that things seem to be moving towards a dropped 

call, we hear that “The lamp of God had not yet gone out.” The lamp was to be lit through the 
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night symbolizing the presence of God among the people through the night. As a priest, Eli slept 

near it, ensuring that it burned in the night. Though the nights had become void of bright light 

and connection to God in Eli’s time, the light had not yet gone out. Despite Eli’s life, God had 

not abandoned the people. 

 

One night as Eli and Samuel are in bed, Samuel hears someone calling his name. Watching from 

a distance, we know that God is calling out to Samuel. So when God did not seem to be 

speaking, at least not through the priest, Eli, God starts to speak again by calling out to Samuel. 

 

Samuel thinks that it is Eli. So he gets up and runs into Eli’s room; not once, not twice, but three 

times. Each time, Samuel hears his name being called and he runs across to Eli’s room, thinking 

that it is his mentor calling out to him. 

 

The first two times that he enters, Eli sends Samuel back to bed. The third time, however, Eli 

recognizes what is happening. Though he may not have heard that voice in quite some time, Eli 

has been a priest all throughout his life. He knows that Samuel is encountering God’s voice 

calling out to him. So he sends him back to his room, which coincidently was right by the Holy 

of Holies, the place where the ark was stored, where God’s presence is said to dwell. Samuel is 

not only physically close to God, but perhaps spiritually close, as well, since God is speaking to 

him. So Eli instructs him that if he hears his name being called again, he is to reply, “Speak, 

Lord, for your servant is listening.” 

 

Sure enough, God calls out to Samuel for a fourth time and Samuel says, “Speak, Lord, for your 

servant is listening.” If we were to read on from there, we would see that God does indeed speak 

to Samuel and this call begins Samuel’s work as prophet and priest. He will anoint kings like 

Saul and David as well as pronounce God’s judgment. The work that God has for him is not 

going to be easy. In fact, his calling begins with a command to share some bad news with Eli, his 

mentor. The new reception between God and the people, however, begins with Samuel’s faithful 

response, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” Eli encouraged Samuel to be open to what 

God might say, so Samuel opened himself up to God. 

 

I don’t know about you, but there are times in my life when I’ve found myself praying, “Lord, 

can you hear me now?” At times, I wonder if my prayer has become, “Lord, are you even 

listening?” Could it be that this is a continual prayer for us in our current climate? On the other 

hand, could it be that God is still speaking and I need to be open to what God might be saying? 

 

If you followed the news this past week, you couldn’t escape the hyper-partisan atmosphere that 

shows up in our daily feeds. Except on Thursday, when another story broke through and 

suddenly we heard about the Santa Clarita school shooting in Southern California that killed two 

and injured three others. Even the shooter himself died of a self-inflicted wound. “Lord, can you 

hear us now? What more will it take? When does it end?” I don’t know about you, but this seems 

to be my prayer all too often. And by this morning, the news has returned to our national political 

divides yet again. 

 

In the midst of information overload from relentless newsfeeds, does our own eyesight grow dim 

in this day? Justifying our positions and going through our motions of faithfulness, praying and 
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frustrated that we are not hearing a word from the Lord or seeing a vision for how we might 

move ahead to better days, do we struggle to look introspectively at how we might think, act, and 

live differently to bring about a brighter future for our people; for our children, or for God’s 

world? 

 

As Eli’s eyesight had grown dim, as visions were no longer seen, as Eli and others no longer 

heard a word from the Lord, and as God’s people were experiencing a distance from the Lord, 

the lamp of the Lord still burned. And God still called out to Samuel; to a new generation for 

leadership. 

 

Even as God may have some difficult words for Eli, God is not yet done with Eli.  For it is Eli 

who helps Samuel to hear God’s voice anew. It is Eli that helps Samuel with his discernment 

process. 

 

Friends, there are times in our lives when it feels like God might be most distant from us. It may 

be because of what is happening in the world around us or as a result of what is happening in our 

own lives. In those times that God seems so silent, the light of God still burns in our midst. God 

never left the people and God doesn’t leave us. Rather, God continues to reach out to speak to us, 

at times calling in the middle of the night and speaking through those who will follow after us. 

 

The challenge that we receive is whether we might help coming generations not only to hear 

from God, but to be open to how God might be speaking through them. While Eli was older and 

perhaps wiser, it is the younger Samuel that shared God’s voice with the people once again.  

How might we be more open to the voices of our young people? Could it be that God might be 

speaking to us through them? And if so, how might we help them to discern God’s voice even if 

they bring a message that will be hard for us to hear? 

 

It’s easy to hide behind life experience and wisdom and long developed entrenchments of our 

ideas. God’s call on Samuel’s life reminds us, however, that God does not always speak through 

the people that we most expect to hear speak as God’s voice. God does not always call out 

through those whom we expect to be God’s most significant representatives. If our eyesight has 

grown dim and we are struggling to hear from God, could it be that God may be still be speaking 

to us if we will be open to listening to what God might have to say from an unexpected source? 

 

“O Lord, can you hear us now? Are you listening?” we find ourselves praying at times. But 

who’s calling whom? What might God say to us if we began instead, “Speak, Lord, for your 

servant is listening”? 

 

One of my greatest joys in ministry is to share with young people who are just starting to 

discover their call to ministry. When I hear them share their call stories, I’m reminded of my 

own and my home church that nurtured me in faith. From the older choir members to my Sunday 

school teachers, so many people opened me up to hear God’s call in my life by sharing time with 

me and encouraging me as I listened for God’s voice. I still find great joy when I get to do that 

with others. I hear God’s voice anew in the voices of young people who are listening for that 

same voice. Together, in community, we discern what God is saying in this time and place. 
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Are you longing to hear God speak to you? This week, I invite you to pray, “Speak, Lord, for 

your servant is listening.” And then I want to invite you to spend some time listening to someone 

else’s faith story. Be open to what God might be speaking to you in those moments. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 I Samuel 3:1-10, NRSV. 
2 I Samuel 2:12, NRSV. 

 


