
When adults won’t listen, God speaks through children.  

On one level, the story of Samuel’s call is a cute story about a child hearing God’s call for 

the first time. As one who has dedicated much of their life to encouraging spiritual growth 

in children, and indeed the father of a Samuel, it is an important story.  Eli the priest, 

Samuel’s guardian and mentor, helps him interpret his spiritual experience, and gives 

advice on how to listen to God’s voice more attentively, and respond to God’s call. At 

surface level it is a warm fuzzy story about spiritual awakening.  

Spiritual awakening often comes hand in hand with prophetic challenge. There is another 

deeply subversive layer to this story, about obedience, faithfulness, integrity, justice and 

speaking prophetic truth to power. It is a layer we often miss when we do not read the 

story in context.  In the previous chapter we learn that Eli’s sons, Hophni and Phinehas, who 

were priests with him at Shiloh, were on the take. They abused their positions of power, 

privilege and trust for their own advantage. They abused the sacrificial system by lining 

their own stomachs with meat intended for sacrificial offerings, and, they also had 

inappropriate relationships with the women who served at the sanctuary in Shiloh. 

Presumably they considered it all to be just perks of the job. Sometimes those in positions 

of power act as though they can get away with anything, as though they should be free of 

the networks of obligations that bind everyone else. Eli was reluctant to discipline his way-

ward sons, and allowed the abuse to continue. Even when Eli was confronted directly about 

his son’s behaviour, he failed to take decisive action, seemingly resigned to their behaviour. 

This is the direct context of Samuel’s call. The adults were not listening, so God spoke to a 

child. Ironically, it was Eli who helped Samuel listen to God’s words against him. It took 

three times for Samuel to go to Eli believing that Eli had called him, before Eli, who was by 

now almost blind, realised that it was God who was calling Samuel. ‘Go, lie down; and if he 

calls you, you shall say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”  

What God then told Samuel would make the ears of anyone who heard of it tingle. The 

house of Eli was coming to an end. Eli knew what his sons had been doing, yet he failed to 

restrain them. And so God would stop them abusing their power and blaspheming his name 

once and for all. Now you have to feel for Samuel here. His mentor had helped him hear 

God’s voice, but the news for his mentor was not good. Would he sugar coat the message, 

or make something else up entirely? How would Eli react? Eli insisted Samuel told him, and 

on hearing the news, he was as resigned to God’s judgement as he was to his sons’ sins. 

Samuel went on to become a great prophetic leader in Israel. He would make and break 

kings, holding the powerful to account.  

The church often talks of nurturing and encouraging Children’s spirituality. We normally 

talk about this in relation to building up church attendance. This in itself is a noble aim. But 

I think the reasons are deeper. We need to nurture the spirituality of children in order to 

unlock their prophetic voice, so they too can speak of things that will make the ears of 

those who hear of them tingle. When adults won’t listen, God speaks through children. 


