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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. 
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.” 
 

At the beginning of my ministry, I worked on a staff with a senior 

minister who enjoyed leading the children’s sermon. His son was one of 

the children who came forward on Sundays and he liked the challenge and 

the creativity that came with teaching the faith to the youngest members of 

the congregation. His favorite messages involved the seasons of the 

church year. On the first Sunday of a new season he would invite the 

children to join him at the banner that was on a stand at one end of the 

chancel area. A woman in the congregation designed beautiful banners 

and he would invite the children to comment on the symbols they saw and 

he would teach them what each symbol represented. 
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One year on Pentecost Sunday he invited the children to meet him at 

the banner and once they gathered, he said to them, “This is the Sunday 

we learn about the Holy Spirit. Do you know who the Holy Spirit is?” he 

asked. 

Right on cue, a voice speaking through the sound system in the 

sanctuary said, “Hi, how are you doing?” 

A few adults in the congregation chuckled at this clever way to teach 

about the Holy Spirit. They looked around to see if they could discover the 

source of the voice. The Senior Minister was speechless. He looked at the 

banner. He looked back at the children. This wasn’t part of his plan. 

That’s when the voice spoke again. 

“I think it’s time for you to go back to your seats,” the voice said. 

At this point several things happened all at once. The children 

reluctantly headed back to their parents after the shortest Children’s 

Moment in history. At the same time, the teenager who ran the sound 

booth made a mad dive for the controls and a church member seated in a 

pew near the front charged through the side door and out into the hallway. 

That’s where she found me rounding up a few stray junior high youth 

playing hooky at the water fountain. I liked to duck out of the sanctuary 

occasionally and make my rounds during the Children’s Moment. 

“Renee, your mike is still on!” she whispered. 

As I flipped the switch off I could hear the congregation burst into 

laughter. 
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 We’ve been in a listening mode over these past Sundays, listening for 

the way that God calls his servants. These are some of the most amazing 

stories in the Old Testament—filled with visions and dreams and prophets 

trying to separate God’s voice from the other voices in their lives. It is an 

astounding collection, each story steeped in mystery and awe, each call 

situated in a very particular context so that the manner of the call seems to 

hint at the nature of the ministry that will follow. 

There is something simple and lovely about the call of Samuel. You 

remember how this boy comes to be living at the temple—it’s part of a 

promise that his mother made to God when she was desperate to bear a 

child. “Lord if you will give me a son,” Hannah prayed, “then I will 

dedicate him to your service.” 

Samuel is the result of this promise. As soon as he was weaned his 

mother brought him to the temple, he became a student of Eli who has 

spent a lifetime serving the Lord. In ordinary circumstances, we would 

guess that it is far too early for the boy Samuel to receive his own call 

from God, but these are not ordinary times. God has lost confidence in Eli, 

who has spent years looking the other way while his disobedient sons 

brought shame and corruption on the temple. God sent messengers to warn 

Eli, to challenge him to discipline his sons, and Eli did speak to them half-

heartedly, but there was no change. 

Is it any wonder that the opening of chapter 3 tells us…  
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The word of the LORD was rare in those days; visions were not 
widespread. 

 

That’s the setting for the call of Samuel. A scandal at the Temple of 

the Lord, a family in turmoil, and a national crisis with the Philistine army 

gathering at the border and preparing to attack. The stakes are impossibly 

high but never fear for God has a plan…a plan which may seem unlikely 

to the casual observer. God has chosen a small boy with a big heart to play 

a pivotal role in the story of God’s people. 

We love the details of this story—Samuel mistaking the voice of God 

for Eli’s voice, Eli sending the boy back to bed not once but twice. It’s a 

comedy of errors. But it isn’t long before Eli discerns what is happening. 

Now Eli realizes that God is moving on to a new messenger and setting 

the old priest aside. In spite of the pain of that realization, Eli faithfully 

prepares his protégé for the most important conversation of his young life. 

Eli gives Samuel a response that is as simple as it is profound. 

“Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” 

We imagine Eli spoke these same words often in the early days of his 

own ministry. Perhaps he offered them as a daily prayer as the sun rose 

each morning, assuring God that he was available and that he was 

listening deeply, that he was ready to serve God that day no matter what 

the assignment. Of course that was before all this shame had come upon 

his family. That night lying there in the dark, Eli must have longed for the 
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simple rhythm of the good old days when he surrendered to God’s plan 

each morning and then served God with his whole heart. 

He is grateful that Samuel will discover now what it is feels like to 

follow where God leads. 

Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening. 

We could begin our days with this same simple prayer. One sentence, 

perhaps offered after the first sip of coffee in the morning or on the drive 

to work. It seems to me there are at least three things that make the prayer 

powerful. 

• It puts us in the receiving mode. Usually, our prayers require 

God to do the listening. We go to God each day with a long list 

of needs and concerns and complaints. But in this prayer, we are 

silent at the end of one sentence. We enter into a listening mode 

that lasts for the rest of the day. 

Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening. 

• This prayer clearly acknowledges the chain of command for all 

those times when we forget who we are and Whose we are. 

Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening. 

• This prayer is a statement of priority. We are telling God “I am 

alert, I am available, and there is nothing in the day ahead that is 

more important, Lord, than what you send me to do.” 
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Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening…and ready to follow where 

you lead. 

We could speak that simple prayer in the morning and then we move 

through the day continuing to listen for God’s voice, tuned in for a call 

that might lead to a conversation or an act of service or some simple 

peacemaking or who knows where God’s Spirit might lead us. 

 I think it’s the perfect prayer for a congregation, too—a congregation 

preparing for a new chapter of ministry. This prayer is equal parts 

surrender and obedience, it is waiting upon the Lord, and it is 

acknowledging that it is our job to listen and respond. 

Speak, Lord, for your servants are listening as you select the next 

pastor, as you inspire us and equip us and change us in preparation for the 

ministry that lies ahead. No longer our plans, Lord… but yours. Because 

we know that when your power is at work in us, when we follow your 

lead, you are able to do exceedingly more than all we ask or imagine. 

Speak, Lord…your servants are listening. 


