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Perhaps the most immediate question to follow from that reading is how did they know he was a 
trustworthy prophet of the Lord?  How would we know if someone was a trustworthy prophet of 
the Lord?  What is a prophet, anyway?  I’ve known a lot of Christians over the years who spend 
a lot of time combing through the prophetic books of Scripture looking for clues to what is 
coming in the future, their future in particular or the future of their country or their “tribe” or 
what have you.  But that’s not what Biblical prophecy is all about.  The prophets we meet in the 
Bible are only coincidentally interested in foretelling the future.  What they are called to do is not 
foretelling but “forth-telling;” that is, saying out loud what God wants them to tell the people.  
Usually they are interpreting events around them in the light of what they understand about the 
nature of God and what God expects of God’s people.  Sometimes the message is one of 
accusation or warning; sometimes the message is one of promise or consolation.  Either way, 
there is quite likely to be an element of what will come to pass but the real thrust of the message 
is in the present – change your ways, on the one hand, and trust in God, on the other. 
 
But, if we’re not waiting for verification of the prophet’s message to come in the future, when 
we will know if he or she was correct in what we have assumed is prognostication, then how do 
we know if a prophet is trustworthy?  How do we know whether they are bringing a word from 
the Lord or not?  Well, for one thing, we can measure their words against what we already know 
of God.  From the time that Torah began to be transmitted, from the time that the people were 
given the word from Sinai, we have had a trustworthy base of knowledge of the will of God from 
which to judge.  Since the fourth century of the Common Era, we have had a set group of 
writings that we know as the Scriptures that capture the wisdom of centuries of God’s people 
about the will of God.  We say that these writings are inspired by God and we trust in the 
complex portrait of God that we can draw from them.  And overall, we now judge the Scriptures 
and all interpretations of them by the criterion of what we understand about Christ Jesus.  A 
prophet is judged by the Scriptures and the Scriptures are judged in light of Christ. 
 
But there is something else, too.  There is a phrase in the story I just read that I think gives us a 
clue as to when we can tell if a prophet has the Word of God.  Samuel is told that God is “about 
to do something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone who hears of it tingle.”  One 
commentator has suggested that a better translation might be that it will make their ears ring, 
much as if someone had clouted them, as we used to say on the playground, “upside their head.”  
I think very often, we know the word of the Lord when it catches us off-guard, when it 
challenges our assumptions, when it makes us uncomfortable, when God goes upside our heads. 
 
I think that’s a good way to think of Samuel this morning.  I think the Children of Israel came to 
trust in his messages from the Lord not only because they could draw a direct line between his 
message and what had been revealed to them through Moses but also because he made them 
uncomfortable.  In Samuel, they saw a man who would tell the truth regardless of who he made 
mad or who he upset.  They trusted Samuel because he told it like it was. 
 
I think that is also how many Americans have come to understand Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr.  Oh, there are still plenty of people who gladly take the holiday but don’t give the man it 
honors much thought at all.  And there are still many, particularly in my native South, who still 
think of him as a troublemaker, a Communist agitator, someone who “got above himself.”  But 
fortunately for America, there are more and more people who take what Dr. King had to say 
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seriously.  There are more and more who will reach beyond the Dream to discover what else the 
Dreamer had to say.  And when they do, they inevitably discover that what Dr. King had to say 
was a word from the Lord; that it was and is a challenge to the way things have always been 
done; that his words go upside America’s head and make us uncomfortable to the point that we 
wish to change our assumptions and our behaviors.  Like the Israelites with Samuel, I think 
America is coming to understand that Dr. King was a trustworthy prophet of the Lord. 
 
But I’m getting ahead of myself at least if not outright above myself.  Perhaps not everyone here 
had the blessing I enjoyed of learning the story of Samuel from a very young age, so some 
background is in order.  You may have heard the story of Samuel’s birth.  His mother, Hannah, 
was the second wife of her husband and while his other wife was fecund, Hannah remained 
barren for many years.  She had nearly given up on ever having a baby when she went to the 
Sanctuary of the Lord in Shiloh with her husband to make sacrifice.  Now, this was in the day 
before the great Temple at Jerusalem.  So the approved place for the Children of Israel to make 
sacrifice to YHWH was at the Tent of the Lord in Shiloh, where the Ark of the Covenant rested.  
So Hannah took it upon herself to make her own sacrifice and to pray fervently to God for a son.  
So fervently did she pray, in fact, that the high priest, Eli, thought she was drunk.  But as she 
prayed, she promised God that if she were to be blessed with a son that she would give the boy to 
serve as an attendant to the priest and to worship of God.  He could not be a priest himself as the 
family was not of the right tribe but he could be a servant in the house of the Lord. 
 
The first chapter of I Samuel tells us that God heard her prayer and that she became pregnant and 
bore a son.  Chapter two tells us that Eli also prayed for Hannah and that she bore three more 
sons and two daughters.  It tells us that Samuel thrived as Eli’s foster son, saying in words that 
would later be used to describe the child Jesus, “the boy Samuel continued to grow both in 
stature and in favor with the Lord and with the people.”  But chapter 2 also tells us that not all 
was well in Eli’s house or at the Sanctuary.  The High Priest of Israel was an inherited position 
and Eli’s sons would eventually take his place.  But they were corrupt.  They bullied the people 
who came to sacrifice into giving them more than their proper share.  They sexually exploited 
the young women who were in the service of God at the Sanctuary.  They were the despair of 
their father but he was unable to get them to change their ways. 
 
It’s very tempting to gloss over this part of the story but if we really consider what it means it has 
a powerful connection to our own time.  We have observed on several occasions the statistics 
that show dwindling connection with the Church among Americans.  In 2013, the Gallup 
Organization found that “recorded public trust in clergy (had) reached an all-time low, with only 
47 percent of Americans rating clergy highly on honesty and ethics.”  Even more distressing, this 
number is likely to decline even farther: “half of Americans older than age 55 trust clergy 
members, while only 32 percent of millennials (18 to 34 years) report the same.” 
 
Now, why is this and what does it have to do with the wicked sons of Eli?  The Gallup report 
stated, “If views of a certain profession have changed, it usually has been a function of scandal 
surrounding it. The Catholic priest abuse stories from the early 2000s helped lead to a sharp drop 
in Americans' ratings of clergy, a decline from which the profession has yet to fully recover.”  I 
think we could add to that the range of stories at about the same time involving the refusal of 
certain well-known ministries to open their books; stories which followed within many people’s 
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memory of the economic excesses of Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, Oral 
Roberts, and the like.  We are once again in an era when the worship of God has been discredited 
because those who style themselves as God’s servants are demanding more than their fair share 
and abusing the trust put in them by vulnerable persons.  When God told Samuel that Eli’s sons 
were blaspheming, God wasn’t complaining about them using bad language or teaching the 
wrong things.  God was pointing out that God Godself was being brought into disrepute because 
of the heinous behavior of the priests. 
 
I hope that the first part of our story from chapter 3 of I Samuel is familiar to you.  It’s often told 
to children as a lesson in how even the youngest of them can listen for the calling of God in their 
lives, coming as it often does in the voices of people that they love and trust.  Samuel certainly 
loved and trusted Eli.  If we assume that the child was weaned sometime between the ages of one 
and two, then Eli was effectively the only parent he had known, apart from his mother’s annual 
visit to bring him new clothes.  And, we tell our children to ask their parents questions about 
God, much as Samuel asked Eli.  And, from time to time, we even remind ourselves that God can 
call any of us at any time.  It’s a charming and much loved story.  For this morning, I’d say that 
we should remember that before he did anything else, Samuel listened. 
 
It’s what he did after that doesn’t get told as often and which I find absolutely amazing.  When 
Eli asked Samuel the next morning what God had said to him, Samuel told him.  He told him 
reluctantly, but he told him truthfully.  Now, remember, this is just a little boy, talking to the 
only parent he has known.  This is a boy of whom it was said that he had grown in favor with the 
Lord and with the people.  This was a good kid talking to a man he loved.  There was no 
meanness here.  There was no spite.  He gave Eli the bad news because he knew it was true and 
he had to say it.  He had to say it even if this man he loved and whom he depended upon threw 
him out.  He had to say it, even though he was a lowly child from the wrong tribe.  He had to 
repeat the word of the Lord that was going to go upside Eli’s head and make his ears ring. 
 
There was a courage in Samuel that we still look for in our prophets.  It is a courage and a 
determination to say what is in their hearts because they know that even if they suffer for it, it is 
a word that needs to be heard.  They know that even if it makes the people’s ears ring for the 
present, it is a word that will lead to a fuller realization of the will of God in the future.  I find 
much in our story this morning to remind me of Dr. King.  He was certainly of the wrong tribe to 
address America in the 1960s.  His people had no standing.  Despite his maturity and his 
education and his status as a leader of his people, there were still plenty of White Americans who 
called him “boy.”  But, like Samuel, he had listened for the voice of God.  Like Samuel, there 
was no malice in his message.  He prayed that one day all people in America would be judged by 
the content of their character, that all would live in harmony.  But like Samuel, he knew that the 
word that God had put in his heart must be expressed.  He knew that God’s message for the 
people would lead to a better day even if he suffered for it, even if he never got to the Promised 
Land. 
 
I’ve not yet seen the movie “Selma” but I am very much looking forward to it.  It portrays, as I 
understand, the march that Dr. King led from Selma to Montgomery in March of 1965.  At the 
end of that march, Dr. King exhorted his audience to act with courage as well as to speak with 
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courage.  He assured them that the time was indeed coming when they would see a difference in 
their world because of their courageous and non-violent actions. 

“And so I plead with you this afternoon as we go ahead: remain committed to nonviolence. Our 
aim must never be to defeat or humiliate the white man, but to win his friendship and 
understanding. We must come to see that the end we seek is a society at peace with itself, a 
society that can live with its conscience. And that will be a day not of the white man, not of the 
black man. That will be the day of man as man. 

I know you are asking today, "How long will it take?" Somebody’s asking, "How long will 
prejudice blind the visions of men, darken their understanding, and drive bright-eyed wisdom 
from her sacred throne?" Somebody’s asking, "When will wounded justice, lying prostrate on the 
streets of Selma and Birmingham and communities all over the South, be lifted from this dust of 
shame to reign supreme among the children of men?" Somebody’s asking, "When will the 
radiant star of hope be plunged against the nocturnal bosom of this lonely night, plucked from 
weary souls with chains of fear and the manacles of death? How long will justice be crucified, 
and truth bear it?" 

I come to say to you this afternoon, however difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, 
it will not be long, because "truth crushed to earth will rise again." 

How long? Not long, because "no lie can live forever." 

How long? Not long, because "you shall reap what you sow." 

How long?  Not long:  Truth forever on the scaffold, / Wrong forever on the throne, / Yet that 
scaffold sways the future, / And, behind the dim unknown, / Standeth God within the shadow, / 
Keeping watch above his own. 

How long? Not long, because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice. 

How long? Not long, because: Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord…” 

My sisters and my brothers, our calling this morning is no different than the calling of God upon 
the life of Samuel or upon the life of Martin Luther King.  We are called to listen for the voice of 
God in our lives, whether we hear it through a dream or through those we trust, in a casual 
conversation or in a sermon, in the church or at home or on the street.  We are called to listen and 
we are called to share what God puts in our hearts.  We are to share without malice but with love, 
without fear but with courage.  Any of us can hear the word of the Lord.  Any of us can share it.  
And so we are called to do so, even if it makes the ears of the people tingle, because sharing the 
word of God will someday, not long from now, lead our world to a fuller realization of the 
Beloved Community.  Thanks be to God. 
 


