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“Listen to Your Elders”

Preaching Text: 1 Samuel 3:1-20 

“The test of a vocation is the love of the drudgery it involves”
-(Logan Pearsall Smith (1865 - 1946, Afterthoughts—1931).

++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

As we begin our new year I ask God’s blessing upon on our congregation May we be 

consecrated for God’s work in our church and our community. A new year lets us start anew and 

I would ask that we dedicate ourselves to being what we can be in 2015. To that end we use as 

a theme this year the idea of worship, learning, and serving. We will have many opportunities to 

worship by word and sacrament, learn via opportunities in Bible study and small group ministries, 

and serve in our One Mile Mission. May we hear our text for the day, 1 Samuel 3:1-20.
1 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 (1 Samuel 3:1-20).
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 I have never met Silas House—a blogger and writer from Nashville. Yet after I read what 

he wrote in his blog on 13 May 2013, I decided we were kindred spirits:
I grew up surrounded by older people, and I stuck as close to them as I could. I hid beneath kitchen tables, 
porches, and quilting racks so I could eavesdrop on their juiciest stories. But I also piled into cars with them when 
they went to town and told stories about each house we passed, sat in John boats with them while they fished 
and gave tips on the best way to reel in a bluegill, walked the hills with them while they announced the names of 
trees and plants and tuned their ears to birdcalls so they could identify their songs. Most of all, I listened to their 
stories. Stories about hard times, old times . . . stories about ways of life that were gone with the wind. But within 
those tales there was always something to apply to the right here and now. There was always wisdom weaving 
itself in and out and around their words.

We don’t mix generationally enough anymore. The young stay with the young, the old with the old. And 
something incredibly valuable is lost because of that. To become a better writer—to become a better person—
talk to your elders. Listen to them. Ask them to tell you stories. Or let them be. You will learn something, no 
matter how you go about it.

 No matter how you slice it, Samuel was one of Israel’s great leaders. Samuel was a great 

judge of Israel when Israel struggled in ample civil chaos. In addition, and against his better 

judgment, Samuel was also a king-maker. He did not want to have a king other than Yahweh, but 

finally Yahweh said: “Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they have not 

rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them” (1 Samuel 8:7). Finally, Samuel 

was the first of Israel’s great prophets, and the last of Israel’s judges. Some scholars suggest 

Samuel was great in that he presumably founded what we know as the school of prophets. He was 

distinguished in that, in an era of transition, he acted as an ideal statesman. No matter how you 

slice it, Samuel was one of the great leaders of Israel.

 Could it be that Samuel gained his wisdom because he spent so much of his youth with 

adults? Hannah raised him his first years—until he was weaned. After that she delivered him 

to Eli the High Priest who treated Samuel as his own son. Thus, scripture depicts Samuel as 

prophet, priest, and [almost] king. Eli, in this story, is a very faithful man who has raised some very 

bad children (Hophni and Phinehas). Also it is difficult to find many figures in the Hebrew Bible who 

commanded the respect and leadership duties that Samuel had. He chose two monarchs (Saul and 

David), was responsible for Israel’s worship life, and performed as the last and most powerful of all 
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of Israel’s judges.  

Yet, the story before us today, is not about Eli, his sons, or even Samuel in the sense of 

Samuel’s personality and power. Rather, this is a story about God’s desire to move along the story 

of Israel and Israel’s search for faithfulness. This is yet another story of what we could call “the 

great reversal” and this in the story of Samuel and Eli. Again, as is often the case in the Hebrew 

Bible, we see at the heart of this story a familiar theme: “the elder shall serve the younger.” We 

could even call it the “law of leadership.” This story tells later people that good leaders (that is persons 

who are interested in the well-being of those whom they lead) follow in the paths that have been made ready for future 

generations. Good leaders do not make decisions based on how decisions will make them look, but 

how decisions will look in twenty or fifty years. Most important—how will leadership decisions 

build up the body or community of faith?

A commendable modern example of a great leader in retrospect is the former president of 

the United States, Harry S. Truman, who was not judged much of a leader—or anything else—by 

his contemporary detractors. David McCullough writes:
Winston Churchill, who in recent months, at seventy-seven, had returned to office as prime 
minister, arrived for a brief visit. Churchill had sailed on the Queen Mary. Truman sent the 
Independence to New York to bring him to Washington and Truman was there at National 
Airport to welcome him.  Churchill, white-haired, wearing the familiar derby and smoking 
a long cigar, looked greatly aged, more stooped than ever, his walk slower. But to those 
watching, as he and Truman greeted one another, he was “the old warrior,” “the old lion” 
still, with an air of dramatic dignity about him. To Truman, Churchill was the greatest 
public figure of the age, as he often said. To Dean Acheson, this was an understatement. One 
would have to go back four centuries to find his equal, Acheson insisted. “What Churchill 
did was great; how he did it was equally so . . . Everything felt the touch of his art—his 
appearance and gestures . . . .”

That evening, following dinner on board the Williamsburg, the table cleared, Churchill 
began talking of the state of the world, the menace and paradoxes of the Soviet empire. He 
acknowledged the importance of American nuclear power, and warmly praised Truman’s 
leadership of the free world, including, as Churchill said, Truman’s “great decision” to 
commit American forces in Korea. For Acheson, Averell Harriman, and others present, it 
was an occasion to be long remembered.
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Looking at Truman, Church said slowly, “The last time you and I sat across the conference 
table was at Potsdam, Mr. President.” Truman nodded.

“I must confess sir,” Churchill went on, “I held you in very low regard then. I loathed your 
taking the place of Franklin Roosevelt.” He paused. “I misjudged you badly. Since that 
time, you more than any other man, have saved Western civilization.”

In a dark period for Harry Truman, a winter of crude scandals, of interminable war in Korea 
and greatly diminished public confidence in his leadership, the gallant old ally had again, 
and as only he could, served as a voice of affirmation (David McCullough, Truman, pp. 874-5).

After Truman came Eisenhower to lead our nation—and after that Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, 

Ford and the rest of the presidents. Great institutions, whether they are political, educational, or 

religious are rarely built by one generation of leadership. They are built by leaders who know how 

to pass on the torch of vision and mission that has made their country, school, or church great in 

the first place. Many did this by listening to their elders.

What happened to the old priest Eli eventually happens to Samuel in the story of Saul. What 

happens to Samuel will happen to Saul in the story of David and so on and so on. In every stage 

of human history, older leaders are succeeded by younger ones. In God’s Kingdom, what is most 

important is not so much the people who carry the gospel torch, but rather that the torch is carried 

to each generation. 

When Jesus helped people find their way into the Kingdom of God, Jesus invited them as if the 

Kingdom of God were a banquet or a dinner party. The only people that Jesus ever spoke harshly 

to, if I have read my New Testament correctly, were people who already considered themselves to 

be integral to that Kingdom—the Pharisees, scribes, Sadducees, and other religious authorities. We 

chose into the Kingdom of God. We are not forced, threatened, or coerced into it. Modern people 

deserve the same courtesy that Jesus extended to those who were seekers in his day. Too often we 

understand leaders to be power brokers who exercise leadership with displays of brute strength and 

force. Real leadership is seen when a leader invites people to unite rather than commanding them 
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to follow someone else’s vision.

I read a story about a very prominent corporate executive who needed to check into a hospital 

for a battery of tests. All through the admissions procedure, he was barking orders to every person 

in the office. Periodically, he would pull out his cellular phone and call into the office, barking 

some kind of orders to his staff as he did so. Finally, he reached the desk of the woman who was to 

give him his final assignment and send him to his room. She swiftly snapped the small plastic ID 

bracelet to his wrist. “What’s this for?” snapped Mr. Big.

Choosing her words very carefully, she calmly said, “This, sir, is so we don’t give you to the 

wrong mommy when it’s time for you to go home!”
 That, my friends, was a woman that I think Jesus might have appreciated. Amen.
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