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“Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord.”  That’s what the storyteller says, that the boy Samuel did not yet know the Lord, which is very different from saying that Samuel did not know about the Lord.  Certainly Samuel knew about the Lord; how could he possibly not know about the Lord?  Remember, Samuel literally lived in the Temple.  Every day, everything he did, he did in the Temple; every night, all night, he slept there.  Samuel had been living in the Temple almost his whole life, since the day he was weaned as a toddler and dedicated to Temple service.  Closely bound as he was to Eli the Temple priest, day after day after day he would have witnessed the sacred rituals, overheard the prayers, listened to the readings from the Torah, all those stories about the Lord.  Picking up things as children do, Samuel probably could sing the chants and tell many of the Torah stories by heart.  Even though he was probably only about twelve years old, it’s likely that Samuel knew more about the Lord than most of the adults who lived in the surrounding hill country.
Even so, says the storyteller, Samuel did not yet know the Lord.  What did the storyteller mean by that?

Well, it doesn’t take a genius to answer that question, does it?  We know what the storyteller means.  We are well aware, from our own experience along the way of our own faith journeys, that it’s one thing to know about the Lord, quite another thing to know the Lord personally, as if face to face, within the exquisite intimacy of a real relationship.  It’s one thing, and indeed it’s a very big thing, a very big affirmation of faith to say, “God exists; there is Something bigger than we are, a Higher Power, the Creator, the Divine,” quite another thing to sing that old hymn as the hymn of your own heart, about the garden where the dew is fresh on the roses, where you go walking and talking with the Lord.

See, it’s one thing to know the biblical stories about the Lord, quite another thing to find yourself, your real self, within the story, with the Lord, living the story all day long.  It’s one thing to know about the Lord, but something different when heart knowing springs to life, when the knowing place in your heart opens up, and you move from knowing about the Lord to knowing the Lord.


Samuel knew about the Lord, but he didn’t yet know the Lord.  Why not?  Was it because he just wasn’t old enough?

Some would say that, I guess, that Samuel just hadn’t had enough of those life experiences through which human beings come to realize the intimate presence, the intimate “Person” who is the Lord.  But there are some very young children, aren’t there, who do seem to know the Lord?  It seems to have just come naturally to them, young as these children are, that very special knowing.  Conversely, there are plenty of adults, well-seasoned in life experiences, who, as the storyteller would say, don’t yet know the Lord.  But plenty of those same adults do know a lot about the Lord.  They study the Bible, ponder the biblical stories, read what others have written about those stories, what others have to say about the Lord, yet they can’t seem to find their real selves in the story, intimately with the Lord, can’t seem to open up the knowing place in their hearts to know the Lord.
Thing is, many of them oh so much want to know the Lord.  Their Bible reading, their diligent theological study, it isn’t just an intellectual endeavor for them.  They are seeking, searching faithfully, oh so much hoping to find something that’ll touch them spiritually, something that’ll awaken them soul-deep, something that’ll open up the knowing place in their hearts.  Is it that they are doing something wrong?  Is there something they could do differently or do more of, to make it happen for them?

Well, not according to this biblical story or to many other biblical stories like it.  Listen:  Samuel was awakened, his heart was opened up.  Notice, I’m using the passive tense here, not the active tense.  Samuel was not the actor, the initiator; he didn’t wake himself up or open up his heart himself.  There is absolutely nothing in this story to even mildly suggest that Samuel did anything toward his own waking up and opening up.  There is absolutely nothing to suggest that Samuel even wanted that spiritual waking up and opening up.  See, it was the Lord who did it, the Lord who called Samuel, not the other way around, the Lord who woke up Samuel, the Lord who opened up the knowing place in Samuel’s heart.
And, I think, it’s like that for us.  Even if we long for that intimately personal relationship with the Lord, even if we want that waking up and opening up, we can’t do anything to make it happen.  Bottom line:  it just isn’t up to us.  It’s all up to the Lord, the Lord who does the calling.  But – get this – the Lord is calling; the Lord is calling you; if you’re a child of God, and you certainly are, then the Lord is calling you.  See, according to the whole biblical story, that’s what the Lord does and ever will do, the Creator calling the human creatures to come close, to be awakened and opened up to know the Lord.
Thing is, like Samuel, often we don’t realize what’s happening, and you know why not?  It’s because the calling comes in ways that seem so ordinary, so mortal.  The voice Samuel heard, from the way Samuel responded at first it’s clear that Samuel heard it as an ordinary human voice, just an ordinary human voice, enough like Eli’s voice to make Samuel think it was just Eli.
Likewise, the calling comes to us, not with spectacular blasts of heavenly trumpets or all lit up in the brilliance of strobe lights or with angel feathers drifting around, and not in a way which makes us feel somehow extraordinary ourselves, sort of more holy or something.  One of the surprises of the calling moment, when we realize what’s happening, is that the calling voice sounds so common place, so ordinary.

The voice of the Caller:  it doesn’t sound the way we imagine God’s voice must sound.  To Nathanael it was just the voice of Philip, and then, just the voice of that Nazarene, and everybody knew that nothing good could come from Nazareth.  To many in our generation, it was just the voice of this black Baptist preacher named Martin.  The voice of the Caller doesn’t sound extraterrestrial, the way we imagine God’s voice must sound.  And so, most of the time, like Samuel, we need an Eli, someone to help us understand what’s happening to us and in us.
And you know what?  The same Lord who calls also provides Eli; when you need an Eli, there will be an Eli nearby, perhaps someone in your life already.
One last thing about being called to wake up and open up and know the Lord:  it’s always a call with a purpose, and the purpose isn’t just to make us feel all warm and cozy with the Lord.  Samuel’s calling, it had to do with confronting wrong, wrong being that which harms God’s children.  And so it is also for us.  Yes, our calling as Christians is to love, but this love is anything but sappy and squishy.  It’s a love which is strong, courageous, with power to confront wrong-doing and promote change, toward love and justice and freedom and peace for every single one of God’s children.

Friends, the Lord is calling us to that work.  The Lord is calling our own names, calling us to wake up and open up and know the Lord, in a personal relationship with the Lord.  But it’s a personal relationship which sends us forth to form equally personal relationships with all our brothers and sisters, toward love and justice and freedom and peace for everybody.  So, waking up to know the Lord, it means finding yourself as love’s servant, and it means finding on own your lips, perhaps to your own surprise, the words of a profoundly faithful soul:  Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.
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