out of touch with God, just going through the motions. We see Eli’s detachment when Hannah prayed that God might give her a son. She prayed silently, but her lips moved. Eli noticed Hannah, but he assumed she was drunk, and he chastised her. Eli was so far gone that he no longer recognized true prayer when he saw it. Of course, Hannah wasn’t drunk; but she was bold, and she spoke up for herself. “No, my Lord,” she answers, “I am a woman deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the Lord.” Hearing Hannah’s defense, Eli doesn’t exactly apologize; but he says, “Go in peace. And may the Lord answer your prayer.” 

Eli may be a burnout case, but it is his sons, Hophni and Phinehas, who are really bad news. Both followed their father into the family business of priesthood, but they hardly took their vocation seriously. Whenever a worshiper came in with an animal to sacrifice to the Lord, Hophni and Phinehas slaughtered the beast and cooked the meat, making off with their portion before the liturgy was even done! In ancient Israel, it was customary for the priests to eat the sacrificial meat after the ceremony was over, but to make off with it ahead of time was considered very bad form. Far more seriously, Chapter 2 tells how Hophni and Phinehas would “lay with the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting.” Today we’d call that “clergy sexual misconduct.”

Now it may seem unfair to saddle poor old, out-of-touch Eli with the blame for his sons’ corruption, but remember that the Lord of the Hebrew Scriptures called people not as individuals, but as entire family units. If Eli’s bloodline was so degenerate as this, the Lord would look elsewhere, outside this family, to find a faithful new leader. In fact, God is already in the process of changing the guard. The boy Samuel is waiting in the wings, ready to take over spiritual leadership from Eli. He just does not know it yet.

When God speaks to Samuel, the boy does not yet have the experience to know who it is who speaks to him. He naturally assumes it to be Eli. So, Samuel goes and wakes the old man, saying, “Here I am, you called me.” “It wasn’t me,” says Eli. “Go back to sleep.” This happened a second time with the same result. The third time Samuel intruded on his sleep Eli realized there was more going on than a young boy’s vivid dreams. Eli instructed, “The next time this happens say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.’” It turns out, Eli had not completely forgotten what it was like to receive a word from the Lord.

The next time the Lord speaks, Samuel is ready and responds, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” To Samuel, God delivers a message of woe for Eli and his sons. “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.” Poor Samuel! His very first vision from God is a curse directed at his mentor, Eli. Little wonder, when Eli asks him what he heard, Samuel is afraid to share the news. 

Eli already knows that the message is bad. He knows, deep down, how thoroughly he failed to live as God’s representative. Samuel has no stomach for it, but he delivers the Lord’s message anyway. Eli accepts the news philosophically. He does not punish Samuel. What would be the point? The boy is just the messenger. The judgment comes from God. Most of the time this story is preached or taught, the emphasis is on young Samuel and how God chooses him to serve. But if you look further back in the text, you see how the story is at least as much about Eli, the fallen priest. Eli is a deeply flawed man, but he is also profoundly wise. His last act of faithfulness before his dimly burning wick sputters out is to nurture Samuel’s spiritual growth. 

Eli practices next generation thinking. Eli is an exemplar for all of us who accumulate our share of failures and regrets in life, who know we are not perfect, but who are not giving up yet. We still have something to impart to the next generation. The result of our striving and failing to make the spiritual mark is that we gain one superpower: the ability to recognize the real thing in others. When we perceive the presence of God in the life of someone younger, we are well-placed to be a spiritual mentor. Eli offers five tools to help others in their spiritual growth.

Do as I Say, Not as I Do. This is the position old Eli is in, with respect to the boy Samuel. If Eli could save himself from burnout and could continue to receive messages from the Lord, that would be great! But he couldn’t and he didn’t. So, when he sees the sure signs of God’s presence in Samuel’s life, Eli says to Samuel, “Do as I say, not as I do.” And Samuel gets the message.

Have Faith in Changing Times. Many of us remember when going to church was nothing unusual; it was the expected thing to do. Now, for a great many of our neighbors, and particularly for those of younger generations, being active in a church community is the exception rather than the rule. Maybe that is our fault for not setting a better example. Or maybe it’s just a sea-change in our culture. Too soon to tell. Casting blame does no one any good. Far more important is to do as Eli did and practice next generation thinking. We need faith to trust that God is doing new things, awareness to notice these new things, and courage to get on board or get out of the way.

Let the Silence Speak. Novelist Wendell Berry wrote a book called Jayber Crow, the story of a young man who grows up in the backcountry of Kentucky. Jayber ends up living in an orphanage, where he receives a call from God. Here is how he tells his own story:

“I knew the story of the boy Samuel, how he was called in the night by a voice speaking his name. I could imagine, so clearly that I could almost hear it, a voice calling out of the darkness: ‘J. Crow.’ And then I thought maybe the voice had called, and that I had almost but not quite heard it. One night I got out of bed and went to the window. The sky over the treetops was full of stars. Whispering so as not to waken my roommate, I said, ‘Speak, Lord, for thy servant heareth.’ And then, so help me, I heard the silence that stretched all the way from the ground underneath my window to the farthest stars, and the hair stood up on my head, and a shiver came into me that did not pass away for a long time.”

The Bible tells many stories that include the audible voice of God; but I think it far more likely that God speaks to us through the sort of faint shiver that emerges out of the silence, as Jayber Crow experienced it. Samuel’s call in the Bible is neither flashy nor grand. He hears a voice in the night: something out of the ordinary, something so indistinct he needs someone else to help him understand what it is. Three times God speaks before Samuel understands. One of the remarkable things about this story is how softly and gently God spoke, a voice more subtle than spectacular.

Ask for Help. We all need someone to help us sort things out. That is the role Eli plays for Samuel. Eli is, in a sense, Samuel’s spiritual director, the guide who leads the boy through the uncharted territory of the spirit, pointing out the landmarks and teaching him to find his own way next time. The instructions the old man gives are Eli’s gift, and a precious gift it is! That is one very good reason why it is important for us to pursue our spiritual journey in community and the company of others. We cannot always be trusted to do our own interpreting. Our subjectivity, our stubbornness, and our sin can so easily get in the way. It can block us from understanding what God wants us to hear and do. Sometimes we need an Eli in our lives.

Dare to Be Called Out. Some people claim God no longer speaks, insisting that signs and visions are rarer today than in Samuel’s time. But do not believe it! Our Christian faith tells us we are living in the era of the Holy Spirit. God is still speaking, and if we can make a place of silence for ourselves and find spiritual companions along the way, then we, too, may hear the still, small voice of God. It may be more like a slowly growing inclination than an audible command, but that doesn’t make it any less real.

Sometimes we hear that gentle voice. Other times we may not and must content ourselves with memories of past times when we heard it. Whatever the case, as Christians, we claim to belong to the company of those Jesus Christ calls out to witness to the world. God speaks with the voice of love, a voice we feel as much as we hear; and it is wondrous, beautiful and life changing. So, speak Lord, for your servants are listening!

Prayer: Still Speaking God, thank You for the lovely example of Samuel who opened his heart and mind to hear Your voice calling to Him in the night, and who obeyed Your call on his life. Keep us from all forms of spiritual impairment or from allowing a worldly mindset to cause us to slip into a compromised faith or to develop a lukewarm attitude to You. May we be open to every whisper of Your Word. May we be ready to obey Your call on our life, no matter when it comes or however difficult it may be. We pray that, like Samuel, our eyes, ears, heart, and will may be open to Your leading and to your guidance. This we ask in Jesus' name, Amen.
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In 1963, a 21-year-old college student drove to Washington, D.C., to visit friends. He had some free time, so he drove over to the Capitol Building, parked his car right outside (which you could do back then), and walked inside. Not seeing any “no entry” signs, he sauntered into the empty Senate chamber where he wandered amongst the senators’ desks, taking in the atmosphere of the place. He never realized he’d blundered into an area closed to the public. Drawn to the platform, he sat down in the presiding officer’s seat. Moments later, he felt a firm hand on his shoulder, and heard a Capitol Police officer ask: “What do you think you’re doing?” Realizing the awestruck college kid meant no harm, the officer let him off with a warning. 

That college kid was Joe Biden. He shared this story in a speech to fellow senators on his last day in that body after 36 years of service. Biden was leaving the Senate to become vice president of the United States. There are at least two remarkable aspects to this story. First, Biden’s accidental entry into the Senate chamber is unlikely to happen again; evolving security protocols ensure that room is locked down tighter than ever. Second, when 21-year-old Joe Biden paid his visit to the Senate chamber, he was a nobody. No one could predict that the wide-eyed college kid would go on to be a U.S. senator, vice president, and then be elected president. We never know what a young person may grow up to become.

When we first encounter the boy Samuel, he is a nobody, but it would not always be that way. Samuel would become one of the most revered leaders of ancient Israel. As the last of Israel’s judges, Samuel would be a God-inspired figure who ruled the nation as both a spiritual and a political leader. As the first of Israel’s prophets, Samuel would be a courageous visionary who spoke truth to power and brought God’s messages to kings often reluctant to hear them. Samuel was himself a maker of kings, personally anointing kings Saul and David. 

But before he was all that, Samuel was just a boy, performing menial tasks as an apprentice to Eli, the high priest. This is where we find Samuel at the beginning of today’s story. It was no accident that Samuel ended up working in the temple. He got there because his mother, Hannah, prayed to the Lord that she might have a son. When Samuel was born, Hannah vowed that her boy would enter God’s service. When Samuel reached the proper age (about 12), his mother brought him to the temple at Shiloh and enrolled him in the service of the high priest. 

Scripture tells us, “The word of the Lord was rare in those days; visions were not widespread” (v. 1). By this we know that things were not going well among Israel’s religious leadership. This was a time of serious decline, and Eli, the high priest, was a big reason for that decline. Eli was

