
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
Samuel is dejected and brokenhearted.  From his childhood and his startling call from God in the 
middle of the night to his old age, Samuel has proven himself to be a good man, a good judge, a 
noble leader of Israel across generations.  His sons?  Not so much.  After Samuel appointed them 
to be judges, they “turned aside after gain, took bribes, and perverted justice” (1. Sam. 8:3).  
Now their poor judgment has put Samuel in an epic bind.  The elders of Israel have called a 
conference to tell Samuel, “Look, you’re old enough to die any minute now, leaving us with your 
corrupt sons.  This model of government isn’t working anymore.  Appoint for us a king.” 
 
The narrator gives us an understatement, that this “displeased Samuel.”  But it’s more 
complicated than that.  I would say, instead, that Samuel is crestfallen.  Eugene Peterson’s 
version says Samuel is “crushed.”  But the word is even more expansive than mere human 
emotion.  What we really see when we look at this word under a microscope is a heart broken 
over having encountered great evil or great sadness.  Maybe you’re one of the unlucky people 
who has ever returned to your home after it had been burglarized and ransacked.  Or maybe you 
know what it’s like to be a grandparent or great-grandparent, saddened by the pattern of broken 
relationships in the family that, once-upon-a-time, was so harmonious.  Maybe we see in Samuel 
here a preview of Jesus’ lament, his gaze cast over Jerusalem, saying, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the 
city that slays its prophets.  How I wish I could have gathered you under my wings like a mother 
hen gathers her chicks, but you were not willing.” 
 
Israel was to be different.  Every neighboring nation already had a king.  But they were God’s 
chosen people.  They were to be a nation unlike any other, with God as their king.  They were to 
be a nation composed of faithful tribes grounded in God’s instruction, governed by prophetic 
judges, living freely, bound to one another in faith and trust.  It is the loss of these distinctions 
that Samuel laments.  With his prophetic vision, Samuel sees the perils of a future under a king.  
Samuel is saddened that, after all this time, the Return to Egypt committee has finally prevailed.  
Didn’t the people marked by their deliverance from a king know better than anyone what a king 
would take from his people? 
 
The LORD consoles Samuel.  “It isn’t you they’re rejecting, but me.  Listen to the people.  But 
warn them, as well, what the king will take.” 
 
One of the most striking things about this story is how often we see the words take and tax.  The 
king is going to take so much from you.  He will take your sons and make of them a standing 
army.  He will take your daughters for domestic tasks.  He will take your land and give it to his 
courtiers.  He will tax the fruit of your land and give it to his associates.  He will take your own 
servants, and he will take your own livestock to serve him.  He will take, and he will tax, and he 
will take, and you will be his slaves, and then you will cry out because of your king. 
 



We come to the end of this litany with the foreboding realization that, if we consent to having 
this king, he will take chunks out of everything dear to us—our families, our possessions, 
ourselves.  And because the language is a bit archaic to our ears, and Americans have been so 
conditioned to think of ourselves as a free people, we forget that this has always applied to 
modern people, too.  Is there any American family in the 20th century who can say their children 
weren’t taken in the military draft? Who among us is not subject to taxation, the burden of 
which, for generations now, is taken more and more from poor and working people?  Or imagine 
reading this as a child of immigrants in our community today, as you’re being led by a caring 
teacher to your front door to make sure your parents have not been taken.  (I’m reminded of 
Mary’s lament in the garden, “They have taken my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid 
him.”) 
 
Samuel warns us:  kings take.  But the people ignore Samuel, and in their response, we hear what 
is really at stake.  “We are determined to have a king over us, so that we may be like other 
nations, and that our king may govern us and go out and fight our battles” (8:19-20).  Now, on 
the face of it, another way of saying this would be to say the people are afraid, and they want a 
king to take whatever he needs to field a standing army.  But what I hear in the larger context of 
this passage is that it is just so hard to be a unique people in the world.  The narrow way is too 
hard.  Being a distinctive community grounded in the worship of a living God is too risky. 
 
Graduates, I imagine some of your parents, whether they articulate it like this or not, have 
suspected that in some strange, subtle way you are being taken from them.  They’ve raised you, 
doted on you, loved you, upbraided and disciplined you, worried endlessly about you, kissed you 
good morning and good night.  But now they must let you go.  The forces of our culture simply 
dictate this.  Now I know you’re thinking you’re not being taken.  That this is just the way life 
works.  You’re born, you grow up, you move away, and that’s the way it is.  This is your 
decision to go to college, or a new town, or a new job, a new adventure.  But you might take 
pause here.  There are greater forces at work that I want to tell you to beware of.   
 
The truth is that now you are leaving a haven of family, friendships, church, school, and you are 
walking out into an open space where the kings and titans and lords will be competing for your 
full attention.  They will be attempting to conscript your mind and your body, to serve them, and 
to preserve their power.  And for the rest of your lives the king will keep before you the option of 
what scholar Walter Brueggemann calls “the royal consciousness.”  What is the royal 
consciousness?  The royal consciousness teaches us to think that, 
 

1) The pursuit of wealth is our reason for being.  Amass the spoils of war.  We must keep 
our bellies full by whatever means possible.  The more we’re able to take, the less pain 
we will have.  

2) Poor people deserve their fate.  The concerns of marginalized people are to be ignored.  
Lamenting is for weak people.  Their lives don’t matter as much as yours. 

3) God is very nice and accessible and will always be “on call” for you and will answer all 
your prayers.  (Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination, 36, paraphrased). 

 
In the end, what this royal consciousness does to you is make you numb.  You simply become a 
cog in a machine.  If you want to know whether this has already happened to you, ask yourself, 



“When was the last time my heart broke on behalf of someone else?”  Ask yourself, “When was 
the last time I felt anger well up in me because of injustice?”  “When was the last time I was 
amazed?”  Or even, “When was the last time I danced?”   
 
But doesn’t the Bible say, “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is 
no authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God?  
Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed”? (Romans 13:1)  Indeed, it 
does.  And that is precisely what Jesus did.  He subjected himself to the governing authorities.  
And they dispatched him to the grave.   
 
Jesus let himself be taken so that, finally, kings could take no more.  God raised up Jesus, and 
now sends us his Spirit, so that the mind of Christ may well up within us, and vanquish the royal 
consciousness.  The good news is that you finally cannot be taken by the king, because God has 
already claimed you.  God has already taken you, and given you the mind of Christ, so that you 
may “take thought what is noble in the sight of all… 
   so that you may, “live peaceably with all… 
  so that you may, “never avenge yourselves… 
   so that you may “feed your enemies if they are hungry… 
     “give them something to drink if they are thirsty… 
    so that you may, “not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good… 
 
But you’ve already been taken, set aside, made holy, and given this new sacred vision to perform 
and to treasure.  So, as you go, a final grammar lesson for you:   
 

Pay attention to the subjects and the verbs.  Where the king takes you for his 
image…the living God already created you in God’s image.  Where the king 
taxes, God has already gifted you.  Though the king prepares to toll you, God 
already has you kept.   

 
Godspeed, sons and daughters of God, imitators of Christ.  But you have already been taken, and  
bought with price.  It’s true. 
 
 
  
 
 
 


