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Why Me? 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, is rightly celebrated throughout the Christian church for the 
excellence of her faith.  Indeed, in some parts of the church, she’s held to be in a category all by 
herself in that regard, but I’m not sure we’re always clear why that’s so.  Just exactly what was it 
about Mary that led to her being regarded by the church as such a paragon of faith?  I mean, what 
is it that she is thought to have done that was so impressive?  The fact is, other than some rather 
dubious later traditions about Mary that have little or no basis in scripture, there’s really only one 
thing that you can point to in this regard, only one time, at least in scripture, that Mary really 
stands out as an exemplar of faith. 

That one time, of course, was the occasion of her response to the news brought to her by the 
angel Gabriel, when he told Mary “you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will 
name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God 
will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 
and of his kingdom there will be no end.”  To which then Mary famously responded, ““Here am 
I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” 

Granted, it certainly must have taken a real leap of faith to believe that, to believe such an 
extraordinary claim.  In fact, Mary herself struggled with that, and her initial response to Gabriel 
was not belief but first a question, “How can this be?”  Of course, the answer to that question only 
magnified the extraordinary claim being made for her son, so without question, believing it did 
require an exemplary faith.  At the same time, though, it’s not what you would call bad news.  I 
mean being told your child will be the Son of God, and will reign over the house of Jacob forever 
sounds to me like a pretty good thing, the kind of thing you’d like to believe about your child.  So 
while believing that is certainly impressive, I’m not sure it’s the ultimate measure of faith. 

Imagine if the message from Gabriel had been something very different.  Suppose instead of 
saying that her child would be the Son of the Most High, Gabriel had said something like this:  
“Mary, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and he will grow up to be a opioid addict, 
who will steal everything you’ve got to support his habit, will be the ruin of you and your entire 
family, and will end up dying from an overdose on the street.”  You suppose Mary would have 
responded to that news the same way she did to the other?  You think she’d have said “Here am 
I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  I don’t think so. 

Now I don’t say this to raise doubts about Mary, or to cast aspersions on her faith, or to 
suggest that she’s not worthy of her exalted status in the eyes of the church.  I’m sure her faith 
was much greater than mine.  No, my purpose in doing so is to call your attention to what’s going 
on in our Old Testament lesson this morning, which is probably one of the more famous stories 
of the Old Testament.  We’ve all heard this story numerous times going back to childhood, since 
it’s one of the few stories in the Bible that involves a child as a real part of the story.  So when you 
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hear this story as a child, you remember it, much more so than most of the other stories in the 
Bible. 

Here, Samuel is living with his mentor, the priest Eli, in the temple of the Lord at Bethel.  This 
is years before the much more famous temple in Jerusalem was built, but still it was where the 
“ark of God,” or as we more often call it, “the ark of the covenant,” was kept.  You all know what 
happens.  Samuel is asleep in the temple, and he hears someone calling his name.  He naturally 
assumes it’s Eli, since there’s no one else there, so he runs to Eli, and says “Here I am.”  And Eli, 
who has not called Samuel, tells him to go back to bed.  This happens several times, and each 
time, no doubt increasingly irritated, Eli tells Samuel to go back to sleep. 

But by the third time this happens, it dawns on Eli that it’s the Lord who’s calling Samuel, 
and he tells Samuel the next time he’s called, he’s to say, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is 
listening.”  Which he does, and that’s where we usually quit reading the story, so no one ever 
hears exactly what it was that the Lord wanted to tell Samuel.  This is why when Jack read the 
story this morning, we didn’t read the familiar part, the part of the story that everyone knows, 
we began our reading with the part where the Lord actually tells Samuel what it is that God has 
been trying to tell him all along.  It’s not good news.  In fact, it’s very bad news, news so bad that 
the Lord says it will make the ears of anyone who hears it tingle, both ears actually.  Because the 
Lord tells Samuel that terrible things were going to happen to Eli and his sons, who were 
scoundrels (to put it mildly) whose actions had been a sacrilege and had dishonored the Lord’s 
house.  So much so, there was nothing they could do about it. 

The next morning when Samuel gets up, Eli naturally wants to know what the Lord had told 
him, and apparently picks up on the fact that Samuel is reluctant to say.  So Eli presses him, even 
threatens him if he doesn’t tell him everything, so Samuel tells him everything, hides nothing 
from Eli who then learns that he’s about to lose everything, about to see everything he’s ever 
cared about or worked for destroyed, about to see his whole life go down the drain.  The news is 
as bad as it could possibly be.  What do you think his response was?  It was to say, “He’s the 
Lord; let him do what seems good to him.” 

Now to me, that’s faith, or at the very least a dimension of faith without which it’s not really 
faith.  This is a faith that doesn’t just believe news that is so good that it’s hard to believe, but a 
faith that can believe all the news—the bad as well as the good—as all being a part of the 
providence of God.  That’s what I want us to think about today.  Not just believing the good 
things are God’s doing, like those football players who are always thanking God for winning 
games.  But rather what it means to have the faith of an Eli.  What it means to have a faith that 
doesn’t waver in the face of the bad stuff that can and does happen to us.  I don’t just mean a kind 
of blind faith no matter what happens.  I mean a faith that can hear and handle bad news.  But 
what does that mean?  What kind of faith is that? 

Now some bad things I think we can handle, at least most of us.  Bad things that have 
happened to us that are admittedly of our own doing, and you know what I mean by that.  Times 
when we know perfectly well we’re reaping what we’ve sown, bad stuff that God had no part in.  
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That kind of bad news we can handle.  That we can justify without too much problem.  We may 
not like it, but it’s not cause for any crisis of faith.  But what about bad things that are not our 
fault, things that are really no one’s fault at all?  How do we make sense of those times?  What 
kind of faith do we have in the face of that?  Can we say, like Eli, “He’s God; let him do whatever 
seems good?”  Which, more or less, is the answer given in the Book of Job, and for some of us, 
that’s enough, but these days I think most people need something more, something more than 
just “whatever God wants,” something that helps us make sense of why bad things happen for 
seemingly no cause. 

Of course, that’s the ultimate question, and there’s no easy, certainly no obvious answer, but 
I would like to suggest at least a way of thinking about the problem, the way I think Paul would 
have tried to answer it.  It’s something he brings up in his letter to the Corinthians, his first letter 
to that church, though it was raised in a very different context than what we’re talking about.  He 
wasn’t talking about bad things happening to us.  He was talking about the actions of some of the 
members of the church there who were behaving in a way that, to put it mildly, was 
disappointing.  But when criticized, they had responded by claiming that if they have been set 
free from the demands of the law—as Paul had claimed—why can’t they do these things?  If 
they’re no longer under the law, why can’t they eat anything we want? 

Paul’s answer is that we haven’t been set free from the law to do whatever we please.  We 
have been set free from the law in order to be a part of a community, which he calls the body of 
Christ, and so the issue for us now, the determinant of our behavior, is what is best for the 
community, what builds up the community, not what I want to do or what you want to do, 
regardless of its effect on the community.  The well-being of the community should be our 
concern, not just what’s best for me.  I think in much that same way, we need to view events in 
life not just with regard to how they impact us as individuals, but how they affect us as part of a 
larger community, whether that is a family, a church, or even some larger group.  If something 
bad happens to me, seemingly for no reason, then perhaps I should view it in terms of the bigger 
picture and see it as something happening for the ultimate benefit of the life of the community of 
which each one of us is a part.  Bad things happen in this world, for all kinds of reasons, and 
maybe it’s better that they happen to me, than to someone else who might not be able to bear it. 

Of course, just how it is that the bad things that may happen to us are for the benefit of the 
greater good may or may not be apparent to us.  Things may happen that we simply can’t 
conceive of how they could possibly benefit anyone.  That’s where we do have to fall back on 
faith, on believing where we cannot see, believing that somehow our suffering will be for the 
greater good.  In a family that’s relatively easy to do, since almost any parent would willingly 
suffer for the benefit of their children.  It’s harder to do when the community is larger, and it may 
not be as obvious how our suffering can be to anyone’s benefit.  Sometimes the only thing we can 
say may be “Better me, than someone else.”  But we can say that, and that’s no small thing.  That’s 
faith. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


