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We’re inching closer to the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. In two
weeks, we commemorate the movement of the Holy Spirit that led a monk, priest and
Biblical scholar, Martin Luther, to challenge certain practices of the Western Christian
Church. When he nailed or mailed his list of challenges, he thought he was simply inviting
other scholars to a theological discussion. Instead, he found himself in the middle of
competing powers within the church, politics and his conscience. One does not aspire to
the biblical role of God’s prophet — speaking God’s truth to those who don’t want to hear
it, especially when it would upend their lives, power or pocketbook. Prophet is not an easy
or popular role. But it’s one Luther would find himself called to be.
Ironically, the understanding of a calling from God would be one of the very religious
ideas Luther would reshape. Until Luther’s time [the term “calling”] was used primarily to
refer to those who would leave their previous way of life to become a priest or a member of
a religious order of monks or nuns. Luther disputed that narrow definition of calling. By our
baptism, we each are called into God’s service, Luther wrote. Each and every one of us
has a calling to serve God and neighbor in all aspects of our lives — our relationships,
situations, contexts, involvements, occupations, citizenship. No matter where we find
ourselves, God calls us through our baptism to live out our faith intentionally and
deliberately. That is your calling and mine. Carrying the gospel, the love and good news of
God, into the world is not just the work of designated pastors and missionaries, but also
the calling of each child of God. It’s part of our baptismal DNA. We feed the hungry, care
for the hurting, share our resources, love generously not just because they are good things
to do, but because that is our calling as a disciple, a follower of Jesus, a worker in God’s
kingdom unfolding. Do you believe that? It’s true. Do we live like its true? Today’s reading
puts that question to us.
Many of us love this story of Samuel’s call, if nothing else for inspiring in part the
song, “Here I Am, Lord” — voted one of Haven’s top ten hymns each year. I think we love
it for its humanness and humor. But there is a danger that we can romanticize it. We can
love this story like one of grandpa’s tales — something that happened long ago to
someone else with no connection to us. And we’d be wrong. We can enjoy the drama of
Samuel and Eli’s encounter with God in the Temple and then convince ourselves that
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since God does not talk so openly and conspicuously to most of us, Samuel’s calling has
nothing to do with our lives as servants of God. And we’d be wrong again. Samuel’s story
is our story. One of my favorite road signs in Ireland is posted before a one-lane bridge or
stretch of road. It says this, “Oncoming traffic may be in the middle of the road.” What?!
What am I supposed to do about that?! Well, I’m supposed to be alert for oncoming traffic.
When we read this story of Samuel’s calling, I think we should announce, “A reading from
the third chapter of First Samuel. God’s oncoming word coming at you!.”
Things were not going well in Israel. Most of the people, including the sons of Eli,
were following their own way, not Gods. Feel familiar? Samuel is young and did not yet
know the Lord or God’s word? We don’t know if that is a remark about a failure on Eli’s
mentoring or a comment about the difference between knowing God in your head verses
carrying God in your beating heart? On the other end of the spectrum, Eli is old, his
eyesight has grown dim. In the previous chapter, we learn that his sons, who are also
priests, are self-serving scoundrels and he has not reined them in. But Eli is faithful,
though a bit slow at times to recognize God’s work. So where do you put yourself in the
story? Have you a long-lived relationship with God and God’s church but not sure you
recognize God’s work or light in your life? Or do you feel more like Samuel, eager to serve
and please, but God remains a concept not an actual part of your life? Or maybe a blend.
Who are you in the story?
Young or old, steeped in faith and church or new to it, God calls to both Samuel and
Eli. God speaks to Samuel with a message and a calling to ministry. Through Samuel’s
auditory experience, God calls Eli, in this instance, to guide Samuel, to point him toward
God and direct him to trust God’s Word. God speaks to us in a variety of ways — it can be
through a piece of scripture, a hymn or maybe one sentence in a sermon. God can speak
to us through events and circumstances that engage our hearts and fire us toward action.
God can speak to us in the quiet of beauty or in the busyness of everyday. AND God can
speak through other people. Both Samuel and Eli’s experiences of God’s voice — one
directly, the other through another — can be equally valid when they align with the
character of God revealed in Scripture and later, Jesus. When have you heard the voice of
God? Don’t be afraid to claim and revel in it. You are not the only person on the planet
earth that God does not talk to... sorry, just isn’t so. But we can miss it — like Samuel.
Take it be something else or maybe just don’t want to listen. “Speak Lord, your servant is
listening” It is a beautiful and a bit scary prayer. But if we are to live our calling as God’s
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children and disciples, don’t we want it to be God’s words we hear and follow? When have
you heard God speak to you? What might God be trying to tell you now?
Through Samuel, God directed Eli to teach Samuel. Through Eli, Samuel was finally
readied to listen to God’s Word. We usually call this passage the calling of Samuel, but Eli
is also being called to mentor and more. When Samuel finally listens to the Lord, he hears
some tough things about his dear mentor and his family. He doesn’t want to tell Eli —
maybe he is afraid of Eli’s temper or doesn’t want to hurt the old man. But Eli pushes
Samuel to speak the truth, though it may be hard. Eli is continuing to teach the young
Samuel as God is calling him to do. Sometimes God gives us tasks and words that will not
be popular, but still we are to be faithful to that word or calling. There is one other thing
God calls Eli to do and it’s not an easy. God asks him to step out of the way: to let Samuel
have his own experience with God; to accept that Samuel, not his sons, will become the
next judge and priest of Israel. Sometimes it can be as difficult to accept what God does
not want us to as it can be to accept what God wants us to do. There are many ways to
live our call to serve the Lord and our neighbor. Some of it changes at different times of
our lives and it can be unsettling to give up the familiar or pick up a new service. No matter
our age or circumstance, God still calls us to actively spread the gospel in our daily lives. It
may be as a mentor, a truth-teller or one who gets out of God’s way. To what is God
calling you in your life, here at Haven or Hagerstown? “Speak, Lord, your servant is
listening?”
I visited Balllintuber Abbey in Northwest Ireland. It was beautiful in its simplicity but
what I was seeing was not the original church. The original church was built in 1216. It had
experienced fires, epidemics, famine, and attacks. Like most Irish Catholic Churches,
Balllintuber was sacked when the Reformation opened the door for Henry the VII to get his
divorced by establishing the Church of England. When Cromwell was fed up with the Irish
Catholics continuing to defiantly worship, he had his troops burn all Balllintuber Abbey’s
buildings in 1653, including the church roof and whatever else would burn in the church.
He thought that would be the end of it. But it wasn’t. For 236 years, people attended Mass
in the unroofed Abbey, exposed to the cold and the wind and the rain. The Word of God
and Holy Communion have been continuously shared at Balllintuber church each Sunday
for 801 years. It was only completely re-roofed in the 20th century. The congregation is
worshiping and doing God’s work still.
There were photographs of worshipers when the church looked like it had been
bombed. They were kneeling in grass or mud as the priest held up the Eucharist. How had
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God spoken to them? What did they hear that would make them get up on a cold or rainy
morning to stand, sit or kneel in the elements? And not just one week, but for a lifetime.
This was one way they lived out their calling to be God’s disciple ---- to show up to
received God’s Word and communion. Their presence was a witness and it proclaimed
that the Word, Meal, and community of God as vital and life-giving. Even if it meant
persecution or discomfort, they took their stand with God in the remnants of a building
made holy by God’s faithfulness that somehow had spoken to each of them.
Samuel and Eli had a rather amazing encounter with God. Both were called to serve
God in varying ways. Martin Luther had his own life-changing encounter with God as he
studied, taught and preached Holy Scripture. Luther’s conversations with God’s Word
would call him to question the doctrines of the church he loved for the sake of the gospel.
Despite the dangers and hardship it would cause, Luther followed God’s call to help others
learn of the grace and love of God that called them into God’s service, too. I don’t know
how God spoke to the members of Balllintuber Abbey, but their faithfulness to their
discipleship calling lives on in a congregation that continues to serve. I’ve asked you some
questions today. Where are you in this story of Samuel? How has God spoken to you? To
what is God calling you to at this time of your life? These are not just questions for today
but for our entire life as children of God and followers of Jesus. We don’t ask them once,
but continually. It’s part of a living faith. As Luther helped us understand, that calling from
God is not usually a spectacular feat but the simply important challenge of being who we
are in our relationships, circumstances, citizenship, workplaces, wherever we are. You
ARE called by God into service. God IS speaking to you and to us. Let it be our hope and
our prayer, “Speak Lord, your servant is listening.” Amen
Linda M Alessandri 10/14/17
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