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Sleeping Through the Night 
 
Let us pray… 
 
When I was young, my mom was the head Deaconess at our church.  Yes, Deaconess.  It 
had been a radical decision to include women in the role of Deacons, so they were given a 
feminine version of the title.  Their duties were different, too, and focused on the correct 
cutting of cubes of Pepperidge Farm bread for communion, and carefully washing the little 
glasses afterwards.   
 
Because my mom was the head Deaconess, she’d often need to go down to church mid-
week to get things ship-shape.  And I’d go with her.  For some reason, she would frequently 
send me on errands in another part of the building (I don’t remember what the task was, so 
now I’m wondering if it was just a chance to get a break from my chatter).  Whatever the 
errands were, they always required me to travel through the church sanctuary.  The 
sanctuary of my childhood church was much like this one, all white with big windows and red 
pew cushions, a simple Meetinghouse style.  On Sunday morning it was a warm and 
welcoming place, even a little boring compared to the big stone Catholic church one of my 
friends went to, with stained glass windows and Stations of the Cross. 
 
But during the week, when nobody else was there and the lights were off and all was quiet, it 
felt like a completely different place to me.  God was there.  And I knew God was a loving, 
positive presence, but I also knew that if I heard God’s voice, I would freak.  And so on my 
mother’s errands, I would squeeze my eyes almost shut, hunch my shoulders up around my 
ears, and speed walk as fast as I could through the sanctuary.  Every time I said in my head, 
“God, I truly want you to speak to me somebody.  But not today.” 
 
You’d think that anxiety would have been a result of this morning’s scripture passage, but I 
don’t remember ever hearing this passage before seminary.  Maybe it isn’t familiar to you 
either.  It’s a rich story, so we’re going to spend some time today studying it, before 
considering what it means to us. 
 
There was a man named Elkanah who had two wives, Hannah and Peninnah.  Hannah was 
his favorite, but she had not been able to have children, which upset her greatly.  Peninnah 
had several kids, and taunted Hannah for being childless.  Every year the family would go to 
Shiloh to make an offering to their god, Yahweh.  This was three hundred years before 
Jerusalem was the capital of Israel, long before the capital-T Temple was built.  Shiloh was 
considered the capital of the Hebrew nation, and that’s where the Ark of the Covenant was 
kept – the Torah scrolls that described the relationship between the Hebrew people and 
Yahweh.  It was stored in the tabernacle, which was a large, sturdy tent built under Moses’ 
leadership using God’s instructions.  The tent also included space for the people to gather 
and worship, and to make sacrifices.  The sacrifices were choice animals, ritually slaughtered 
and brought to the temple.  The meat would be boiled in oil, the steam reaching up toward 
God.  
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There were people working at this temple:  women at the door of the tent to assist people, 
and priests in charge of the sacrifice.  At the time of this morning’s scripture passage, the 
priest in charge of the temple is named Eli, and his two sons are the priests managing the 
sacrifices.  However, they are, in the word of the scripture writer, “scoundrels”.  They demand 
that people give them the most select parts of the animal sacrifices, rather than God, and 
threaten to take the meat by force if needed.  I remember learning in seminary that the priests 
could eat the sacrificial meat after it had been offered to God, but these guys were apparently 
too impatient.  It is also reported that they “lay with the women who served at the tent of 
meeting”.   
 
What’s worse, their father, Eli, knew all about it.  According to scripture he gave them one 
half-hearted lecture, but didn’t take any strong action to stop them.  It’s not clear why – did he 
think they were all above the law, or did he feel powerless to stop them?  At any rate, he 
didn’t put an end to it.  So instead of the temple being a place where people encountered 
God, the people dealt with abuse at the hands of humans.  Sadly, as we know, this was not 
the last time people were abused in sacred space. 
 
One year, during the pilgrimage to Shiloh to make a sacrifice, Hannah was just in utter 
despair at not having a child.  She went to the temple and prayed with a fervent heart, her lips 
moving but silent.  She promised Yahweh that if she had a male child, she would dedicate 
him to the temple – he would spend his life serving Yahweh at the temple.  The priest, Eli, 
saw her, and instead of being pastoral, actually accused her of being drunk!  When she 
explained that she was praying, he promised her that her prayer would be granted. 
 
And so it came to pass that Hannah did bear a son, whom she named Samuel, which means 
“God heard”.  Scripture says that after she weaned him she brought him to the tabernacle, 
where he became a helper to Eli.  From that point on, she would only see him during the 
yearly journey to Shiloh, but the text says that her faith and dedication were rewarded and 
she went on to bear more children.  But before that, according to scripture, Hannah gave a 
passionate speech that seems to be a forerunner of Mary’s Magnificat.  Here’s an excerpt: 

“The bows of the mighty are broken, but the feeble gird on strength. Those who were 
full have hired themselves out for bread,  
but those who were hungry are fat with spoil.  
The barren has borne seven,  
but she who has many children is forlorn.  
The Lord kills and brings to life;  
he brings down to Sheol and raises up.  
The Lord makes poor and makes rich; he brings low, he also exalts. He raises up the 
poor from the dust;  
he lifts the needy from the ash heap,  
to make them sit with princes and inherit a seat of honor.”   

These are “prophetic” words in the sense that they foreshadow a theme that is about to begin 
in the text.  They are also “prophetic” because the theme that is about to begin in this section 
of the Hebrew scriptures is one in which prophets cry out for justice for the poor and 
oppressed. 
 
And that’s where this morning’s scripture reading picks up.  Things aren’t going well in the life 
of the temple.  Scripture says that people weren’t having visions or hearing God’s voice, most 
likely a result of the abusive behavior that Eli allowed his sons to continue.  In the midst of 
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this, the young Samuel assists an aging, nearly blind Eli during the day.  At night, Samuel 
sleeps in the temple near the Ark of the Covenant, where a lamp burns from sundown to 
sunup.   
 
One night, when he was probably about 12 years old, Samuel heard a voice call his name:  
“Samuel, Samuel”.  The narrator of the passage tells us that this is the Lord, but Samuel 
doesn’t know it – he assumes it’s Eli.  I imagine that he is still half asleep as he goes to the 
old priest, and says, “Here I am, for you called me.”  His heart was probably beating wildly, 
from being woken up and worrying if Eli was ill.  But Eli says “I didn’t call you”, and sends the 
boy back to bed.   Samuel probably chalked it up to a realistic dream as he settled himself 
back down by the ark.   
 
The passage explains that “Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had 
not yet been revealed to him.”  The implication is that even though Samuel was working in 
the temple, God was so absent from that place that Samuel had never encountered God.  So 
the same thing happens again, Samuel hearing the voice – “Samuel!” – and rushing to Eli, 
only to be told that Eli hadn’t called him.  Now Samuel must be really confused; maybe he 
thinks that the old guy is losing it, calling out without realizing it.  Or maybe Samuel wonders 
if he himself is losing it.  A third time the pattern repeats itself, except finally, this time, Eli 
realizes that it must be God who is calling the boy.  So Eli instructs Samuel:  “Go lie down, 
and when you hear the voice again, say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  Uh huh, 
sounds relaxing:  God is calling you, just lie down and rest until God does it again.  But 
Samuel follows Eli’s instructions, and God gives Samuel the first of many prophecies.  Eli, 
who wasn’t able to get his own sons to obey God’s laws, is able to help this young boy listen 
to God’s voice. 
 
We didn’t read the next part of the passage this morning; God tells Samuel that he is going to 
punish Eli and his sons for their “iniquity”.  In the morning, Eli wants to know what God told 
Samuel.  The boy, who has been serving the priest for years, is understandably hesitant to 
deliver bad news.  But Eli encourages him, and listens to Samuel’s words, and accepts the 
coming punishment.  Eli and his sons don’t survive another chapter of the bible.  Samuel 
goes on to be a prophet to Israel, and his prophecies often echo the speech his mother gave 
at his birth, as he calls Israel to righteous behavior, to care for the widow and the orphan and 
create a community of justice and peace…  So that is Samuel’s story:  he hears a voice in the 
night, obeys the voice’s commands, and changes his life and the shape of his community.   
 
For a number of years, I served on the United Church of Christ’s Committee on Ministry in 
our area.  One of the major tasks of this group is to work with people who feel called to be 
pastors, assessing their gifts and skills for ministry.  In essence, this committee determines 
whether or not someone can get ordained and become a minister in the UCC.  I can tell you, 
young Samuel would have had a hard time working with that committee.  
 
As representatives of a progressive, intellectual denomination, committee members were 
always in a tough place when we asked someone why they wanted to be a minister.  
Someone is supposed to be “called” to ministry – as the word describes, there is supposed to 
be some external force that declares someone would be a good pastor.  If someone says, “I 
just want to be a pastor” – a reasonable reply in virtually every other profession – it is seen as 
a selfish desire.  However, if someone says, “I heard a voice in the night telling me I should 
be a pastor”, we worry about their mental health!   
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Clearly committee members have been affected by the society around them.  “Hearing 
voices” is no longer a spiritual gift, it is now a symptom.  “The word of the Lord” was rare in 
Samuel’s day because the people were misbehaving.  It’s even more rare in our day, but 
why?  Because we’re even worse?  Because we “know better”?  Because we close off our 
ears to something that scary, that life-changing? 
 
In this morning’s second reading, Martin Luther King Jr. describes perhaps the most critical 
moment of his life’s journey.  He was afraid.  He was exhausted.  He did not know what to do, 
and wanted to give up.  It’s the middle of the night, and the demons are haunting him – the 
real demons that call his house and threaten his family, and the shadowy demons that take 
up residence in his mind.  And then, he says, he “experienced the presence of the Divine” as 
never before, and it seemed as though he “could hear…an inner voice” calling him to stand 
up for righteousness, stand up for truth, and promising that God would be with him forever.  
Three days later, his house was bombed, with his wife and baby inside.  Martin writes that he 
stayed calm, that the experience at the kitchen table had given him the strength to face this 
crisis.  Thankfully, his family was fine, and he went on to lead a mission that changed this 
country. 
 
A man and a boy, yanked out of sleep, both called forth to work for justice in their time and 
place.  The god of the Judeo-Christian tradition is a middle-of-the-night God, One laboring 
when most of the world is asleep.  This is when the God of Samuel and Martin is hardest at 
work.  You know how slowly the hours creep by when you’re plagued by insomnia…  You 
know how much bigger problems seem when everyone else is snoring…  Stripped of the 
day’s distractions, at night we face ourselves, our lives, our world…  Into this silence, this 
absence, this struggle…God enters.  God speaks to us, to our tingling ears.  It sounds like 
wind in the trees, a baby’s cry, the settling of the house.  But in fact it is the Divine calling our 
name. 
 
It’s been 60 years this month since Martin Luther King, Jr. heard God speaking in that “inner 
voice” at the kitchen table.  It’s been thousands of years since Samuel, with Eli’s help, 
realized God was calling him.  And yet the concerns they faced are ever so much with us.  
The powerful abuse the vulnerable.  The chasm between the “haves” and the “have-nots” is 
not a crack but a canyon.  Racism and oppression continue to be a force in our society. 
God is calling you.  Me.  Us.  I bet you’ve heard it.  Perhaps it came to you through a song, a 
sunset, the words of a friend.  Maybe a voice, inexplicably, spoke to you in the night.  Maybe 
God spoke to you through a fortune cookie, a Star Word, a poem.  Or an inner voice urged 
you on.  
 
What is God calling you to this year?  Perhaps it’s a job change that will be more about your 
passion than your paycheck.  Maybe it’s sponsoring a refugee family.  Or a challenge to go 
deeper, spend time in prayer and study and inviting the Holy more fully into your life.  That 
voice in the middle of the night – is it calling you to share more of what you have, giving your 
money or your food or your clothing to those in need?  God doesn’t call us all to the same 
things, thank goodness – there is room for each of us to discern which of the world’s scars 
we can seek to heal.  But I promise you one thing:  we are all called to something, we are all 
called to share who we are and what we have and what we can do with the rest of creation.  
And when we listen to that call – as hard and scary and life-changing as it might be – the 
meaning of our very being is revealed.  Maybe you already have a hunch what you are being 
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called toward.  What is one thing this week you can do to move in that direction?  Maybe it’s 
ordering a course catalog from the community college, or checking out the volunteer section 
of a website.  And if you have no idea what God is calling you toward, what one thing could 
you do this week to give that voice a chance to be heard?  A quiet walk, stream-of-conscious 
journaling, 10 minutes of meditation?  Just one thing in the week to come. 
 
As a very young person, at a workshop in that same church where I ran through the 
sanctuary, I heard a sort of poem that has stuck with me ever since.  I offer these words of 
challenge to you this morning. 

And the Lord said GO!   
And I said who me?   
And God said Yes You.   
And I said   
But I'm not ready yet   
And I don’t have the time 
and there’s company coming 
and I can’t leave the kids 
and you know I’m already over-involved. 
And God said You're Stalling. 
     
Again the Lord said GO!   
And I said I didn't want to.   
And God said I Didn't Ask If You Wanted To.   
And I said   
Listen I'm not that kind of person   
Besides my friends won't like it   
And what will the neighbors think?   
And God said Baloney.     
And yet a third time the Lord said GO!   
And I said do I have to?   
And God said Do You Love Me?   
And I said   
Look I'm scared.   
People are going to hate me   
And cut me into little pieces.   
I can't take it all by myself.   
And God said Where Do You Think I'll Be?     
 
And the Lord said GO!   
And I sighed   
Here I am, God,...send me.     
Amen. 


