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 With our passage today from First Samuel, we are beginning a short worship series on 
prophets.  Not profits like the roaring gains of the global stock market.  Biblical prophets.  
Human beings who heard words from God and were given the challenge of speaking those words 
to the people of God.  They were not so much predictors of the future as they were and are 
interpreters of God for a specific time and a specific people.    Just to play with this word thing a 
minute longer.  Biblical prophets had no interest in giving tips that would help people who 
believed become wealthy.  They were called in to help the people understand what God was 
trying to communicate.  Biblical prophets would turn toward God to listen, and then would turn 
toward the people to speak (and, in some cases, act).  Usually.   
 

Never . . . say the word never.  And always . . . avoid saying the word always.  Right?  
For occasionally what God wanted to communicate was about the future - if you do not change, 
this is what your future will look like.  And sometimes the prophets had a word from the Lord 
that encouraged people to invest in the land and invest in other people.  But the primary point I 
am trying to make is that they are interpreters or translators for God.  Prophets like the ones in 
the Bible would be about the last people on earth you would want to ask for advice about who 
was going to win the Vikings game this afternoon, especially if you said that you wanted to 
know what was going to happen so you could place a bet on the game.  One can only imagine 
what Jeremiah or Ezekiel or Amos might say if you asked them for a prediction on a NFL game.  
So not personalized prediction markets, but translators, interpreters for the word of God. 
 
 Today we hear the story of the call of the prophet Samuel.  He would become this super 
influential prophet.  Prophet was a pretty all-encompassing job title for this period in Israel's 
history.  Samuel is described as a divinely appointed leader capable of functioning as a prist, 
seer, war leader, and judge.  When Samuel grew old, the people would clamor for a king.  
Samuel would be the one to warn the people about the dangers of royalty - the abuses of power 
that are too common among kings.  But the clamoring would continue, and, ironically, Samuel 
would proclaim Saul to be the first king.  "Many of the stories in 1 Samuel are influenced 
editorially . . . by a point of view that regards the institution of kingship with suspicion while 
looking to the prophet as the one who can provide a check on royal abuses of power and serve as 
an avenue through which the divine will can be expressed."1   
 

Prophets would look at the faults and failings of political leaders and encourage the 
people of God to be able to see, to not be bamboozled, to have a clear sense of values that were 
independent from what their leaders told them to believe.  Like the children’s story about the 
difficulty of truth-telling, prophets were the ones who often had to say, “the emperor has no 
clothes on.” 
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 But Samuel had an unusual beginning.  So often in the Bible, those who are called to be 
leaders are viewed as unlikely choices.  Samuel didn’t come from a long line of prophets – it 
wasn’t the family business.  The story begins with a couple who really desired to become parents 
- but who had fertility problems.  They could not conceive and the Bible describes how it was 
tearing them apart.  Upon Samuel's birth, his parents dedicated him to the Lord - literally - so he 
grew up in the temple, to help and be under the tutelage of the priest Eli. 
 
 And, what has hit me most in this story with so many layers – Samuel, the story says, 
grew up in a time when words from the Lord were rare.  There is this paradox.  Eli would teach 
Samuel to say, "Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening."  But there was an acknowledgment 
that the words of the Lord were rare in those days. 
 
 We live in a time in which there is an explosion of words.  Words are everywhere: 
twitter; Facebook posts; text messages; email.  So many words.  Yet some things remain true.  A 
word spoken cannot be withdrawn.  Words can heal but words can also wound.  Once spoken, an 
untrue word often leads to more lies.   
 
 This week I was once again stunned to see a news posting come across my phone.  
Startled by a graphic and normally unacceptable word used in a headline story from the 
Washington Post.  The labeling of some countries, with such a coarse and disgusting word.2  And 
more troubling, the implication that some people are welcome and some are not.  Biblical 
prophets would have a field day with this.  Some of the prophets in the Bible would not only 
speak for God, but engage in symbolic actions.   
 
 Ezekiel used a sword to shave off his beard, dividing his hairs into third.  One third he set 
on fire, one third he scattered around the city, and the final third he threw into the wind.  Isaiah 
stripped off all his clothes and wandered around naked.  Jeremiah put a cattle yoke around his 
shoulders and would not take it off until another prophet broke it off.  All to symbolize what God 
felt about what was going on.  I hesitate to think what kind of protests Ezekiel might do to try 
and help the people of faith today. 
 

What I want to say from this pulpit today is that we believe that all people are children of 
God.  And, well, name-calling is unacceptable.  And we need - once again - to speak a word of 
faith about who we are and make sure that all people know they are welcome here.  And that we 
learn from one another.  And that we are stronger as a community of faith in part because of our 
different backgrounds.  Here at Central, we choose welcome. 
 
 “The children are listening,” is a phrase intended to be a warning to adults that the words 
they say will be heard and repeated.  To be careful with our language.  Knowing that human 
words are everywhere – while words from the Lord are offered with more confidence than 
humility.  Back to our story, about the child Samuel being called by God during a time when 
words from the Lord were rare.  How do we know if words from God are common or rare right 
now? 
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 Last week, for Epiphany, we offered star words.  Words on stars that might serve as 
guides to our meditations for this year.  Last year my word was Awe.  And it really did help me 
to look for beauty.  To appreciate moments with people and time in nature.  Some of you were 
sharing your words and your first reflections upon them on Facebook. 
 
 Cris Ross picked a star out of the basket, and . . . it was blank.  So he turned it over.  
Nothing on that side either.  “Pick a word,” I had said last week, “and let it guide you.”  And Cris 
picked a word, and there was nothing.  Words from the Lord can be rare. 
 
 At first Cris thought he should trade it in for a star that actually had a word on it.  But 
then it made him think of silence and mindfulness - practices he has been trying to work on.  Cris 
wrote, and I share with his permission, "What came to me when I drew the star was that "Be still 
and know that I am God" may be my verse for the year." 
 
 If you were not here last Sunday, there is a basket of stars at the back of the sanctuary 
with the ushers.  The idea is not to root around looking for a specific word you think you want, 
but to let the word pick you.  To allow yourself to be guided by a star. 
 
 How can we hear a true word of God and sort that out from all the other words? 
 This story shows the value of having an intergenerational mentor.  Sometimes words 
from God are difficult to hear – not confirmation bias - not just hearing words we want to hear.  
Not just words that will give us a pat on the back but nudge us (push us despite our screaming 
desire to run the other way – which is a preview of next week's prophetic story from Jonah).   
 
 Tomorrow is the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. national holiday.  So much more than a 
federally mandated day to have the office closed. A day to remember a prophet who was in our 
midst.  One who is rightly remembered and celebrated for a clarion call to justice. Who helped us 
imagine the possibility that our future that was bound by the hatreds of the past. 
 
 But as Vincent Harding so wisely urges, Dr. King was also an “inconvenient hero.”  Who 
spoke out against the Vietnam war long before Ken Burns made a documentary that showed how 
ill-advised that war was.  Who went north to campaign against housing discrimination and found 
that many of his supporters went conspicuously silent.  And he launched a campaign against 
poverty that would be headquartered in Washington DC and called the Poor People's Campaign.  
Prophets are rarely popular in their own times. Prophets can be problematic. Prophets are often 
lonely.  And there is an irony that we now celebrate the man who is safely dead when he was 
feared and demonized while alive.3 
 
 In the Bible, the people did not always like what they heard from prophets.  And they 
certainly did not always heed the suggestions and instructions of the prophets.  But there was a 
place for prophets in the community.  If not exactly a revered or welcomed occupation, there was 
respect and an awareness that the community of faith needed to be challenged, needed to be 
troubled, needed to be pushed by the prophet speaking on behalf of the God who seeks justice 
and peace. 
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 In a powerful little book about the prophets of the Bible, Walter Brueggemann wrote, 
"The task of prophetic ministry is to nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and perception 
alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture around us."4 
 
 So on this weekend when Dr. King's Dream is remembered, and when it is shockingly 
clear how far from reality that dream is.  In a time when Dreamers are at risk, and when 
dreamers are mocked, it seems a propitious time to study the prophets.  To gain hope.  To 
reclaim our past.  To seek out the future.  To listen for a word from the Lord.  And then to act.  
With courage.  And grace.  And urgency. 
 
 And so we begin with this story of young Samuel and old Eli.  Eli who would teach the 
child to listen.  And be prepared for that young child to hear a word that would go beyond the 
wisdom of the elder.  And carry the people forward. 
 
 May we be ready to listen once again for the word of God that comes to us from the 
prophetic imagination.  I trust and pray that we are ready to hear words of prophets again.  The 
rock group R.E.M. sang a refrain in their song, These Days, that encapsulates my hopes for this 
church in 2018. 
 
 We are young despite the years. 

We are concern. 
We are hope despite the times.5 

 
 Speak, O Lord, for your servants are listening.  May it be so.  Among us and through us.  
Even now.  Amen. 
 

                                                 
1 From P. Kyle McCarter’s introduction to 1 Samuel in the HarperCollins Study Bible  (HarperSanFrancisco, 1993) 
417. 
2 Josh Dawsey, “Trump derides protections for immigrants from ‘shithole countries,” in The Washington Post, 12 
January, 2018. 
3 Vincent Harding, Martin Luther King:  the Inconvenient Hero  (Maryknoll, New York:  Orbis Books, 1996). 
4 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination  (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1978) 13. 
5 For a connection to this R.E.M. song, I am grateful to the arts and lectionary resource  Imaging the Word, vol 3, 
edited by Susan Blain  (Cleveland, Ohio:  United Church Press, 1996) 122. 


