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3 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. 
2 At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim so that he could not see, was 
lying down in his room; 3 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. 4 Then the Lord called, 
“Samuel! Samuel!” and he said, “Here I am!” 5 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. 6 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.” 7 Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet 
been revealed to him. 8 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. 9 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. 
10 Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as before, “Samuel! Samuel!” And 
Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is listening.” 11 Then 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. 12 On that day I will fulfill against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his 
house, from beginning to end. 13 For 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. 14 Therefore 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. 16 But Eli called Samuel and said, “Samuel, 
my son.” He said, “Here I am.” 17 Eli 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 told you.” 18 So 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. 20 And all Israel from Dan to Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was a trustworthy 
prophet of the Lord. 21 The Lord continued to appear at Shiloh, for the Lord revealed 
himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord.  
- New Revised Standard Version 

It was the middle of the night.  I was just barely fourteen years old. I was lying in 

my bed, listening to the radio, a habit I had picked up in junior high when I had trouble 

sleeping at night.  It was dark.  It was late.  And my regularly scheduled talk radio 

program was being interrupted by a rebroadcast of a speech that President Bush, the 

first, had delivered earlier in the day.  The nation of Iraq had invaded the nation of 
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Kuwait.  Massive numbers of our troops had been deployed to the Middle East.  We were 

on the brink of war, news reports seemed to suggest that any day now war could be 

declared.  And here was an official statement from the President confirming the news 

reports and the nation’s suspicions.  I lay in bed, wide awake, fearful of the implications 

of the words being spoken by our commander in chief.   

One particular sentence though made me sit up.  It made my stomach flip.  

President Bush had just declared that it was inevitable that American lives would be lost 

and that this was a terrible shame, but it was necessary for the preservation of freedom 

and democracy in the world.  I remember saying out loud into the darkness of my 

bedroom, “Only American lives? What about the innocent Iraqis who will inevitably 

die?  What about the children?  Don’t we care about them?”   

Of course I agreed that it would be a horrible shame to lose American lives, but the 

apparent lack of compassion for innocent bystanders in Iraq shocked me.  I slammed off 

my radio, rolled over and tried to fall asleep.  But there was this pulling in me that I 

could not shake off.  No matter what I tried, the words of the President rang in my head 

and I kept reacting against them.  I felt compelled to do something.   

So I turned on a light, found a notebook and pen, and began to write and sing 

through tears that had begun to fall “I weep for you, the children of Iraq.  I weep for you, 

the sons and daughters of war.  I weep for you, for you will never know, a time of peace, 

a peaceful land, a childhood good and true.  I weep for you.”  Several verses followed on 

the heels of this chorus and in short order a song had come forth.  The pulling inside me 

relaxed.  I went to bed.   

Over the next several weeks I sang my song at vigils and rallies, at churches and 

schools.  I sang it for friends and strangers.  I spread my concern for the preservation of 

innocent life and the remembrance of our kindred even in supposed enemy lands.  And 

people listened.   

It was the middle of the night.  Samuel was just barely 12 years old.  He was lying in 

the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was.  You see, Samuel’s mother was so 

grateful for the birth of her son that she devoted him to service of the Lord when he was 

only an infant.  The temple had become his home.  His sleeping quarters were right next 

to the most precious symbols of God’s presence with the Israelite people, the lamp of 
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God and the Ark of the Covenant.  He was as close to God as anyone could get.  It was a 

restless night.  He couldn’t quite get to sleep.  And then the voice.  “Samuel!  Samuel!”  

He jumped out of bed, surely his teacher, the old priest Eli was calling for him.  And so 

he ran to Eli. “Here I am,” he dutifully replied. But he had been mistaken, it wasn’t Eli 

calling him after all.  He lay down again.  And then that voice pulled him out of bed 

again.  “Samuel! Samuel!”  He ran to Eli “Here I am.” Again he was wrong.  And once 

more the rather comical scene plays out.  And then finally Eli, with his dim vision, in the 

darkness of his room, realizes what is going on and sends Samuel back with the wisdom 

that it is the Lord who is calling to him and equips him with the words for response.  

“Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening.”  And so Samuel went and lay down once 

more.  And again the voice came, but now he knew how to answer.  “Speak, for your 

servant is listening.”  And indeed the Lord spoke.   

And what Samuel heard was quite an earful for a young boy to bear.  He heard 

words of doom for the priest who had cared for him for so many years.  It seems the 

priest’s sons had behaved inappropriately, abusively, and had been unwilling to repent.  

Eli had been unable to make them change.  They had brought dishonor on the religious 

leadership of Israel and God told Samuel that God was going to punish them, remove 

their authority.  What God intended to do to them was going to be so bad that anyone 

who heard of it, their ears would tingle.  Samuel’s ears must have tingled, or burned.  

His stomach must have done flips.  He lay awake all night holding in his heart the words 

that God had spoken to him.  This was quite a first encounter with the Lord.  

The next morning Eli insisted that he tell him everything God had had to say.  

Samuel was, not surprisingly, afraid to share the Word of God, because it wasn’t good 

news for Eli.  But Eli, the one who had equipped Samuel to hear the Word of God, Eli 

listened to the Word that Samuel had heard.  He listened calmly and quietly and gave it 

the authority it was due, even though these words came from the mouth of a 12 year old 

boy.  Eli listened to Samuel.   

I want to point out three key things about this remarkable story.   

First, God called Samuel.  God called a 12 year old boy with the intention of putting 

a very important message in his mouth.  God trusted a child with God’s word.  I think we 

often don’t give enough credit to the young people in our midst.  We think they aren’t 
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capable of understanding what church is all about or what God is all about.  Even if we 

do think they’re capable we don’t think they really care.  We tend to expect the Word of 

God to come through the oldest and wisest in our midst, which it often does, but rarely 

do we stop to consider how God is speaking to the youngest, most inexperienced, in our 

midst.  But God is speaking to all of us. I believe that God was speaking to me that night 

that I could not sleep.  I believe that God was in that pulling at my gut.  God was calling 

my name in the darkness, even when I was just 14 years old.  God calls all of us.   

The second important thing I want to point out about this story is that Samuel 

needed Eli in order to know how to listen to God and in order to be able to respond to 

God.  Our story says that Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord 

had not yet been revealed to him- that’s something considering Samuel had lived the 

better part of his 12 years in the temple.  He had been preparing his whole life for this 

moment, but he didn’t know what to do with it when it came.  Surely his 12 years in the 

temple had opened his ears enough to hear the voice of God, but he couldn’t identify this 

voice without the assistance of Eli.  He needed the guidance of someone older and wiser, 

someone acquainted with the voice of God, to allow him to keep listening and to 

respond.  And so it is with the young people in our midst.  We are committed to each 

one baptized here to help them to come to know God as they grow.  We are committed to 

equipping each baptized one here with all they need to hear the Word of God and 

respond to it.  We have the privilege of helping our young people identify the tugging at 

their souls, the longing of their hearts, the voice calling to them in the night.   

Though I did not run and ask for help that night the president’s words disturbed 

me, I know that years of nurture in the church, years of witness to the sanctity of life, 

years of witness to the Gospel call for peace and justice, for shalom wholeness, years of 

love extended to me by my church family, equipped me to listen and respond to that 

tugging in the dark.  All of this allowed me to receive the Word that God was speaking to 

me and to let a song flow out of me.  The nurture and education we provide the children 

of our church makes a difference.   

Finally, Eli listened to the Word that Samuel received.  Though this was a painful 

word for Eli, though it was a word of destruction for Eli, he listened and he received it.  

He helped Samuel listen to God and then he listened to Samuel.  We are often inclined 
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to disregard difficult or painful messages we receive from people in our lives.  We might 

be especially tempted to brush off difficult messages we receive from the children in our 

lives.  We might be tempted to write them off as nonsense.  It is hard to receive a hard 

word from an adult and to believe that word is from God.  How much harder might it be 

to receive a hard word from a child.  But we are called to listen to the voice of God 

coming through whomever God has chosen to speak it.  Our baptismal covenant with 

the children of this church does not only involve helping them listen to God, but it also 

involves being willing to listen to them and trust that God is working in their lives.  

Though there were many and varied feelings about the war for which our nation was 

preparing in 1990, and though the words of my song were difficult for those who felt 

that it was our patriotic duty to be concerned only for our own people and it was 

disturbing to some to show compassion for any part of the nation of Iraq, many people 

in my life, young and old alike, listened to me and honored the way that God was 

speaking through me.   

May we believe that God calls each of us.  May we come together to help the 

youngest ones among us, indeed may we help each one of us, to listen to God.  And as we 

come together may we listen to the voice of God speaking through young and old, even 

when it disturbs us.    
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