
Caller ID can be such a wonderful thing.  It can help us decide whether or not to pick up the phone in the first place.  Assuming we do pick up the phone, we already have a good idea what the conversation will pertain to.  Is it work, family, or friend?  Now, I remember what it was like before Caller ID, but my children will not.  Trying to explain this text to them will be more of a challenge then.  Video phones will probably be fully functional by then, so there won't even be a question about who from that household is calling.  But I invite you to return with me to a time when people did not have caller ID.


In this mythical land, how did people know who was talking to them on the other line?  Sometimes they were expecting a call to be returned and a simple hello was all they needed for identification.  Context sometimes gave it away.  “Hi Honey,” as the greeting hopefully narrowed it down to just one person.  Sometimes, we had to wait for them to tell us who they were because we had  never talked with them before.  Our friends and family, we can usually identify by the sound of their voice, but others give us trouble.


It is with this in mind that we jump into Samuel's story.  He is probably about 12 years old and has been living with Eli since he was three.  His mother, Hannah, fulfilling her vow to the Lord had returned him to the Lord after she had weaned him.  Here he is, near the altar of the Lord, hearing his name called and thinking that it is Eli calling him.  Now in fairness, he is being woken up from sleep and usually it is Eli calling him to his side at night as his eyesight is failing him.  But are we to believe that Eli's voice sounds like Morgan Freeman, who we all know has the same voice as God?


No, but it has been established that Samuel had not heard God's voice before.  He had read God's word but did not yet have a relationship with God.  It is interesting to note that in hearing God's voice, he responded to the one who was closest to a father to him, Eli who repeatedly calls him, “My son.”  However, in responding to God by going to Eli, we could conclude from the text that he ran by God three times.  Verse 10 reads, “The LORD came and stood there, calling as at the other times, "Samuel! Samuel!"”  


This is the danger of not knowing God's voice.  We run right past God into our life of normal expectations and nothing miraculous.  We ignore God to go and empty a bed pan.  Now admittedly, the way this chapter seems to end, life would be easier to stick to the mundane and empty the bed pan.  For once Samuel hears God and listens to what God has to say, his life is forever changed.  He is no longer just a servant of the high priest anymore.  Instead, he becomes the prophet of God.  While the eternal benefits are nice, being a prophet of God will not get you elected mayor.  His first prophecy is to let his father figure know that God's judgment is beginning and will be fulfilled.  His sons will be killed and his families lineage will end.


This calling is no small one.  Samuel will go on be the prophet for David and Solomon.  He will help usher in a new era in Israel.  They will transfer from judges to actual Kings.  He will also be called on to confront David about his affair with Bathsheeba.  None of this seems like something you would apply for on your own.  But Samuel did with help from his father in understanding whose voice was speaking to him and being open to the leading of the voice.


That voice is alive and well today.  Some may say that, “In these days the word of the LORD is rare; there are not many visions.”  We all sometimes feel that way, but that is not reality.  The Holy Spirit is here and speaking in each of our lives.  Those who have been baptized were sealed into communion with the Spirit and the Triune God.  There is no way we can say that God is not here or revealing himself if he revealed himself enough for us to commit our life to him.  What is probably happening is that we are pulling a Samuel and running to our present focus.  His job was to take care of Eli, so he went there first.  Samuel was lucky enough to have a wise person in his life to say, “Stop, it is God calling you, answer him first.”


If we stop running around to other sources and go straight to God, what happens?  Ideally, we save ourselves three trips to other things that are not a huge issue.  God was waiting to tell Samuel what  he needed to be concerned about for Eli, “His impending judgment.”  Just as God is waiting to tell us what is top priority in our lives each day.


The next question we are to ask ourselves is, “How do we answer to our calling?”  Moving back to the metaphors of phones, do we say, “This is Ryan, how may I be of assistance?” or do we say, “You have reached the voice mail of Ryan, please leave a message and he will return your call when he is good and ready to.”  Our translation reads that Samuel told everyone, “Here I am.”  The word is Hennai, which means “behold, look at me,”  I am present.  Samuel is fully there.  Not just physically, but mentally and spiritually as well.  The coaching from Eli reinforces this, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.”  Samuel is no longer running to Eli.  We don't even know if he gets up from where he is laying.  His ears are open, so he can now see what God is doing.


If you have ever had the joy of coming out of a coma or anesthesia, you probably know that you hear the voices long before your vision starts working.  You have been listening to people talk for the last ten minutes before your eyes give away that you are awake.  This is a theme that runs throughout this story and the bible.  It is our ears that function first, then our vision happens second.  Eli's eyes are failing, but he can still hear God at work.  Yet he needs Samuel's eyes to see what God is doing.  Samuel could hear God at first, but could not see him and ran past three times.  The fourth time he listens and then sees what God is doing.  


As disciples of Christ, we have heard God's voice, are we seeing God's work? We are not deaf, but are we still blind?  Are we taking time to say, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening.”  I know on the days that I do that more intentionally are the days I see God at work more clearly.  He has been at work the whole time, I was just running past him.


Finally, if we hear and see where God is going, do we answer the call?  We all would rather not sometimes.  I know that there have been times when answering a call from my family probably meant that my grandfather was in the hospital.  If I didn't answer, that meant he wasn't there, right?  Every time we answer that call of God and follow through on God's vision, we are taking a great risk.  We may be asked to tell someone horrible news, like God's judgment is impending.  We will probably want to get out of it if possible.  In doing so, we will miss out on the great work that God is doing that needs God's perspective to understand.  Samuel did not realize that by saying, “Speak Lord, for your servant is listening that he was acting in God's plan to bring about a new government, a new King, and eventually paving the way for Jesus Christ to become the King of Kings.


That is how God used a 12 year old who was willing to listen to his voice and follow it.  How will he use your life? How will you respond to his calling?  Are you ready to hear and follow his voice?  Can you identify his voice or do you need some help?  

Amen.

