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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

25th Sunday after Pentecost; November 15th, 2015 

I Samuel 1:4-20 

“Eli’s Last Rites” 

~~~~~~~~ 

The end of this story is both tragic and glorious.   

Hannah’s boy, Samuel, became a mighty prophet. 

He became the man of God who anointed the first two kings  

of Israel – Saul and David.   

In God the future of the people was brought into being  

from a distressed woman thought to be barren.   

It is a story that turns hearts and minds to the truth  

of God in the center of all of life.   

God’s final purposes will out – no matter what. 

This is glorious! 

 

The story, however, is not without a tragic dimension. 

Reading on beyond where our reading ends,  

we learn that Eli, the old priest,  

had two sons who were a bad lot. 

Those boys, Hophni and Phinehas,  

would take for themselves 

the best portions of burnt offerings made to God. 

Those boys would take for themselves young women  

who helped out in the sanctuary. 

Eli could not control them. 

Eventually God did control them  

and Eli, too, was punished. 

His family was destroyed  

and would never again be priests of God. 
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This is tragic. 

Yet, 

Eli’s story is not without gifts to share. 

The story ends for him when Eli heard that both his sons were 

killed by the Philistines and the Ark of the Covenant stolen. 

Eli, blind and overweight, fell off the back of a stool,  

broke his neck and died. 

 

The Bible does not say he died immediately; so, 

I will imagine for us a final conversation  

between Samuel and Eli. 

 

The title for the sermon is 

“Eli’s Last Rites.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

Eli 

You’ve come, my son. 

Samuel 

Of course, you raised me. I love you, old man. 

Eli 

You heard... the ark is in the hands of the Philistines. 

My boys are dead. 

Samuel 

We will get it back.  Mark my word. 

I’m sorry about your boys.   

They were never at home here, not like I was. 

Eli 

I was a failure with them.  I could not control their sacrilege. 

Samuel 

They made choices all their own. 
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It was they who brought themselves down. 

You were not a failure with me. 

Eli 

I must confess to you, my son,  

I thought she was drunk. 

Samuel 

Who? Who did you think was drunk? 

Eli 

Your mother. 

When I first met your mother I thought she was sloshed. 

She was rocking back and forth and mumbling. 

In my own defense, there was not a whole lot of real prayer  

in those days. 

Everyone seemed out for themselves, 

 including, as you know, my own sons. 

We were – as we are now – under the thumb of the Philistines. 

It was easy for all of us and for me to grow cynical. 

True righteousness was rare. 

I saw your mother as one taking comfort in wine, 

but she was truly praying, praying for you. 

I will die with a heart full of gratitude for your mother. 

She gave me a chance to do what in my heart I know is right; 

she gave me a moment to bless her. 

It was a gift to an old man, an old priest, to allow me to say – 

Go in peace.   

And may the God of Israel give you  

what you have asked of him. 

You know what she asked, don’t you? 

Your mother asked for you; she asked for a son. 

She bargained with God.   



 4 

Not the highest form of faith, but it was genuine. 

Your mother said if God would just give her a son 

she would give you back to service here at Shiloh. 

My sight was growing more and more dim, 

but I had the spiritual vision  

to do the right thing in that moment. 

I told her to go in peace. 

God answered her prayer.  

Something changed for her in that moment. 

Your mother left the temple in a state of calm. 

Somehow she surrendered to faith in the blessing of God. 

 

After a few years she brought you to live with me. 

I must admit, I admired that she did not come right away. 

She needed time to be your mother before bringing you here.   

She needed you to feel her nurture, to drink her milk. 

But she brought you here, as she promised God she would, 

 and I have raised you as my own. 

What a gift you have been to me. 

I blessed your mother and she blessed me. 

Samuel 

I did not understand it at first. 

When she would come back with my sisters and brothers 

I grieved a little each time when they left without me. 

What was that like... to live in a family  

with parents and brothers, sisters.... 

I did not understand why I was left. 

Eli 

From your early years you have been haunted by God. 

Do you remember the night when you heard voices  
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in the temple?  Three times the Lord called you. 

God was calling you but you thought it was me. 

You kept coming to my bedside ready to help me. 

It was God who wanted your help. 

I told you to answer – Here I Am. 

You received a word from the Lord. 

You told me of God’s harsh judgment 

that I and my sons would be brought down. 

God said there was no sacrifice  

that could wipe away our failings as a priestly family. 

God told you he was planning to shake things up in Israel  

to get their attention, to get our attention. 

The shake up would be the deaths of me and my sons. 

It was a very harsh word. 

I count the moment of hearing you give me that word 

 as one of my better moments as a priest. 

Do you remember what I said? 

 

Samuel, through tears... 

I remember it word for word. 

You said: 

He is God.  Let him do whatever he thinks best. 

 

Eli 

I want to say a final word to you, my son. 

I am about to die. 

Come close to me.  Feel my breath. Hold my hand. 

I’ve not earned the right to say it. 

I’ve been weak out of a softness for my own sons. 

I’ve not earned the right to offer any instruction to you, 
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but I have learned something of great importance 

and God has shown me this through you. 

Accept this from a man who will soon be pleading his case at 

the Lord’s mercy seat... 

Here’s what I want to say... 

A faithful man can make a difference in this world. 

Never grow so cynical that you fail to see this truth. 

Your mother knew it. 

She was praying for herself but she was also praying for us. 

Your mother knew that one person  

can change the course of history. 

Keep your eyes open, my son, to God  

at work in the human heart. 

There will come a day when you will be given a chance to offer 

your blessing to one who will shape the promises of God. 

Keep your eyes open.  Keep your heart open. 

Keep your ears open.  Keep your mind open. 

God will use you to work God’s purposes out. 

As I told you when you were just a boy, 

keep saying to God – “Here I am, Lord.” 

~~~~~~~~ 

With that, Eli went to rest with the ancestors. 

Samuel walked closely with God  

and became an instrument of God’s hand in history. 


