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Now the boy Samuel was ministering to 

the Lord under Eli. The word of the Lord was rare in 

those days; visions were not widespread. 

At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow 

dim so that he could not see, was lying down in his 

room; the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel 

was lying down in the temple of the Lord, where the ark of 

God was.  
 Then the Lord called, “Samuel! Samuel!”  

and he said, “Here I am!” and ran to Eli, and said, 

“Here I am, for you called me.”  

But he said, “I did not call; lie down again.”  

So he went and lay down.  The Lord called again, 

“Samuel!”  

Samuel got up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, 

for you called me.”  

But he said, “I did not call, my son; lie down 

again.”  Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the 

word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him.   

The Lord called Samuel again, a third time. And he 

got up and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you 

called me.” Then Eli perceived that the Lord was calling 

the boy.   

Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down; and if 

he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak, Lord, for your servant 

is listening.’” So Samuel went and lay down in his place. 

Now the Lord came and stood there, calling as 

before, “Samuel! Samuel!”  

And Samuel said, “Speak, for your servant is 

listening.”   

Then the Lord said to Samuel, “See, I am about to do 

something in Israel that will make both ears of anyone 



who hears of it tingle.  On that day I will fulfill against Eli 

all that I have spoken concerning his house, from 

beginning to end.  For I have told him that I am about to 

punish his house forever, for the iniquity that he knew, 

because his sons were blaspheming God, and he did not 

restrain them.  Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that 

the iniquity of Eli’s house shall not be expiated by 

sacrifice or offering forever.” 

Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the 

doors of the house of the Lord. Samuel was afraid to tell 

the vision to Eli.  But Eli called Samuel and said, 

“Samuel, my son.”  

He said, “Here I am.”   

Eli said, “What was it that he told you? Do not hide 

it from me. May God do so to you and more also, if you 

hide anything from me of all that he told you.”  So Samuel 

told him everything and hid nothing from him.  

Then he said, “It is the Lord; let him do what seems 

good to him.” 

  As Samuel grew up, the Lord was with him and let 

none of his words fall to the ground.      - 1 Samuel 3:1-19 

 

 In April 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. was in jail in 

Birmingham for participating in a civil rights 

demonstration.  Eight prominent Alabama pastors, all 

white, published a letter suggesting that Dr. King be more 

patient.  They asked him to stop inciting civil 

disturbances.  They described his activities as extreme.   

 King replied in a letter from the Birmingham jail:  “I 

was initially disappointed at being categorized as an 

extremist . . .  But as I continued to think about the matter 



I gradually gained a measure of satisfaction from being 

considered an extremist.  Was not Jesus an extremist for 

love:  ‘Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do 

good to them that hate you.  Pray for them that persecute 

you.’  Was not Amos an extremist for justice:  ‘Let justice 

roll down like water and righteousness like an ever-

flowing stream.’  Was not Paul an extremist for the 

Christian gospel:  ‘I bear in my body the marks of the 

Lord Jesus.’  Was not Martin Luther an extremist:  ‘Here I 

stand; I cannot do otherwise, so help me God.’  Was not 

Abraham Lincoln an extremist:  ‘This nation cannot 

survive half slave and half free.’  Was not Thomas 

Jefferson an extremist: ‘We hold these truths to be self-

evident that all men are created equal.’ . . . Maybe the 

nation and the world are in dire need of extremists.”     

Extremists like Martin Luther King, Jr. are rare.  

When I was growing up I did not know anybody who 

wanted to be an extremist.  We wanted things to stay the 

way they were.  The white people in my hometown did 

not understand what Dr. King preached.  We did not hear 

what he heard God say.  We did not hear God say 

anything we did not want to hear. 

 A year after King’s assassination, I was a third 

grader.  I lived in a segregated world—separate and 

unequal.  I knew that there were African-Americans 

living nearby, but we went to different schools, different 

stores, different post offices, and—saddest of all—

different churches.   

One Friday afternoon, our bus driver, Mr. Williams, 

tells us to “sit down and get quiet.”  He has an 

announcement.   



We assume that we are in trouble because the only 

time Mr. Williams ever speaks is to yell at us to “get 

quiet”—which we do until he turns around to drive the 

bus.   

He shouts, “Starting on Monday there will be two 

black girls riding on our bus.”   

Several boys in the back start booing.   

Mr. Williams yells again: “Get quiet!  I don’t like it 

either, but there’s nothing we can do about it.  None of 

you will have to sit by them.  They’ll sit in this seat right 

behind me.”   

The bad kids say that they will call the new girls 

names and let them know that they do not belong on our 

bus.  The good kids say that is not fair.  The best thing to 

do is say nothing at all.   

On Monday and on the days that follow—as far as I 

know—none of the bad kids ever say anything loud 

enough to be heard, but something no less sinful takes 

place.  The first children on the bus each morning sit on 

the back row as far from the front seat as they can sit.  

Every day the bus fills from the back with every white 

child sitting as far as possible from the two children 

sitting in the front seat.   

I am embarrassed to confess that it was years before I 

realized how evil we were.  It did not occur to me to sit on 

the second row or try to have a conversation or question 

our actions.   

The good white children of good white parents did 

not think of ourselves as bigots.  We thought we were the 

good people.  We just found it easier not to challenge 

what was expected.   



Dr. King said, “Most Christians are thermometers 

that record the temperature of majority opinion, not 

thermostats that transform the temperature of society.”   

We were thermometers. 

 Years later I become what my relatives consider a 

liberal.  I try to get my cousin to change his language 

around me, so he stays away from me.  I vote for 

politicians that support equal rights and opportunities.  I 

go to churches that say that anyone can come. I have a 

few African-American friends—not many.  Liberal white 

people who try to leave their racist heritage are proud of 

the alienation we feel from the most embarrassing parts of 

our roots.  We are arrogant about our enlightenment.   

But sometimes I wonder if I am really that different 

from the people with whom I grew up.  We are good 

people who do not consider ourselves racists, and yet we 

also do not take chances.  We seldom go against what is 

expected.  We do not choose friends that others would not 

expect to be our friends.   

What would we hear if we listened for God’s opinion 

on the subject of our prejudices?  Not listening to God is 

easier, because listening is dangerous.   

Not listening was easier for Samuel.  Samuel grew up 

helping Eli with chores around the temple—lighting 

lamps, sweeping the floor, and putting the hymnals back 

in the pew racks.   

He did what was expected of him.  He did not ask 

questions.  He did not think about listening for God.  No 

one was listening for God.   

The author writes:  “The Word of the Lord was rare 

in those days; visions weren’t frequent.”   



 The people come to worship each week.  They sing 

the songs and pray the prayers, but they are not listening.  

 So it is not surprising that when twelve-year-old 

Samuel hears a voice, he assumes it is Eli.  Who else 

could it be?  Three times he is awakened by someone 

calling his name.  Three times he goes to Eli and asks 

what he wants.   

After the third time Eli wonders if—though God has 

not been heard from in those parts for some time— if 

perhaps Samuel is hearing God’s voice.   

He tells Samuel that if he hears the voice again he 

should answer, “God, I’m listening.”   

God speaks and gives Samuel disturbing news—

news that Samuel does not want to repeat.  After he hears 

God’s voice, Samuel’s life is never the same.  His life is 

harder.   

 When Jesus comes home to preach his first sermon in 

Nazareth, a huge crowd shows up.  He has been preaching 

in synagogues all over Galilee.  They are delighted to 

welcome the hometown boy.  They expect to have a nice 

worship service, gather in the fellowship hall for coffee 

hour, and talk about how proud they are of Jesus.  

What they do not know is that Jesus has been 

listening to God.  He tells them what he heard God say: 

“The Spirit blows in more places than you’ve imagined.  

When Elijah the prophet was in trouble, he didn’t go to 

one of your widows, but to a foreigner—someone you 

would never invite to dinner.   

“There were a lot of sick people during Elisha’s 

time—some of them lived around here—but Elisha did not 

heal any of them—only an enemy who would not be 



welcome in this service.  The Spirit doesn’t belong to you.  

God loves the people you hate.”   

 That starts a riot.  They take Jesus to a cliff and almost 

throw him over the edge.  They do not do it then, but three 

years later, because Jesus insists on telling them what he 

hears God saying, they do kill him.  Listening to God is 

dangerous. 

 Martin Luther King, Jr.’s father, grandfather, great-

grandfather, brother and uncle were all preachers.  Martin 

grew up in the church, but he wrote, “It was a kind of 

inherited religion and I had never felt an experience of 

God in the way that you must if you’re going to walk the 

lonely paths of life.”   

When he becomes a pastor in Montgomery, he still 

has not had a firsthand experience of God.  But then Rosa 

Parks refuses to go to the back of the bus.  Although 

Martin has only been in Montgomery a year and is only 

twenty-seven years old, he becomes the leader of the 

movement.   

It is not long before his family starts receiving 

threatening phone calls, forty in a single day.  He wonders 

if he can take it.  He wants out.   

One night, around midnight, another threatening call 

comes: “We’re tired of you and if you aren’t out of this 

town in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out 

and blow up your house.” 

 Dr. King describes what happened next: “I sat there 

and thought about a beautiful little daughter who had just 

been born.  She was the darling of my life.  I’d come in 

night after night and see that little gentle smile.  I sat at 

the kitchen table thinking about that little girl and 

thinking that she could be taken from me at any minute.  I 



got to the point that I couldn’t take it any longer.  I was 

weak.   

Something said to me, ‘You can’t call on Daddy now.   

He’s up in Atlanta a hundred and seventy-five miles 

away.  You can’t call on Mama now.  You’ve got to call 

on that power that can find a way out of no way.’  I 

discovered then that religion had to become real to me, 

and I had to know God for myself.  And I bowed my head 

over that cup of coffee.  I’ll never forget it.  I prayed a 

prayer.  I prayed out loud that night.  It seemed to me in 

that moment that I could hear a voice saying to me, 

‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness.  Stand up for 

justice.  Stand up for truth.  I will be with you, even until 

the end of the world.’  I heard the voice of Jesus saying to 

fight on.” 

 That is what he did.  In all those years of going to 

church, singing in the choir, attending seminary, even as 

he served his first church—he has never listened for the 

voice of God.  Then, when the threat of violence begins 

and he is about to give up, God comes to him while sitting 

at the kitchen table.  He hears a dangerous voice.   

 If you and I listen to God, we will end up extremists, 

too, and extremists have hard lives.   

Dr. King wrote: “Every step toward the goal of 

justice requires sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; the 

tireless exertions and passionate concern of dedicated 

individuals.  There is no time for apathy or complacency.  

This is a time for vigorous and positive action.  The hope 

of the world is in dedicated minorities.” 

 Dr. King was assassinated forty-nine years ago. 

Every few days we hear another story of racism.  On 

Thursday the president made shockingly racist comments, 



but we were not really shocked.  We have gotten used to 

it.  We are used to prejudice.  We are used to knowing 

that, according to one study, New York’s school system is 

the most racially segregated in the country.  Our city’s 

hospital network has an alarming level of segregation.  

Our prison system is horribly unfair to minorities.  We 

hear stories of prejudice against Asians and Middle 

Easterners.    

Most of us are so used to white privilege we do not 

even recognize it.  White privilege means we do not live 

in the same fear of law enforcement that minorities feel.  

White privilege means we do not have to explain to our 

children the dangers of systemic racism.  White privilege 

means no one questions why you got your job.  It is 

assumed you were qualified.  White privilege means not 

having to worry about your hair or skin color as the 

reason you did not get a job.  White privilege means you 

will not be monitored in a store because your skin is 

darker.  White privilege means not having violent 

stereotypes associated with your race. 

 What might we hear if we listened for God’s voice?  

What would God tell us to do? 

 Be honest about the prejudices that lie so deep within 

us that we do not admit them even to ourselves.  Repent 

not only of whatever hatred we feel, but whatever apathy 

we hide.  Let worship penetrate our hearts enough for us 

to say, “Speak God.  I’m listening.”  

Realize that if racism seems like someone else’s 

problem, then we are part of the problem.  Pay attention 

to what we say in front of children.  Take affirmative 

actions.  Stop waiting for others to take the first step and 

step across the lines ourselves.  



Speak with kindness and courage when it would be 

easier to say nothing. Do more than vote right, and work 

for economic justice.  Work for our congregation to 

become more diverse. 

Do more than tolerate our differences, celebrate 

them.  Give up complacency for the way of passionate 

concern. Be impatient with inequality, impatient with 

anything less than justice.   

If we listen for God, we will hear a dangerous voice 

telling us to do what is right. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon © Rev. Brett Younger  

 

 

75 Hicks Street 

Brooklyn, NY 11201 

718.624.4743 

www.plymouthchurch.org 

http://www.plymouthchurch.org/

