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Hannah

1 Samuel 1:1-28 Hannah’s song 1 Samuel 2:1-11

Poor Hannah, going to Shiloh to take part in the religious festival should have been a time of joy, a time of feasting following the harvest and a time of thanking God for his care of his people.  It was an opportunity to meet up with friends and relations, but for poor Hannah it was a real trial.  She had been waiting year after year for a child, and at this time of year this was particularly hard to bear, because in a society that measured a women’s worth by her children, Hannah appeared to have no value, she was barren.

What made things worse was that Elkanah, her husband, had taken a second wife, Penninah, probably because of Hannah’s childlessness, and Penninah had born children to him.  How she gloated over this fact.  She was mean to Hannah, ridiculing her and bullying her, especially at the festival when others could see Hannah’s fate. Despite Elkinah’s love for Hannah and his sensitivity for her feelings, she was in such pain and distress over her predicament that she could no longer eat.

Heartbroken, she went by herself to the temple, and crying, bared her soul to God.  She poured out all her troubles, opening every part of herself to God.  Although she recognized Him as the Lord God, transcendent, mighty and powerful, she also knew that he is near and approachable, full of mercy and compassion.  She prayed for a long time asking God to look at her, to remember her, not to forget her and to give her a son.  She vowed to dedicate this child to God’s service.
She thought that she was alone, but Eli, the priest had been watching her for some time.  As she sobbed, he couldn’t hear her words and jumped to the conclusion that she was drunk.  He went over to her crossly to make this accusation, but Hannah told him the truth, how she had been praying to God in her desperation, because she was so miserable.

Eli says go in peace, and may God give you what you have asked for

Hannah felt assured and no longer sad. She felt that her big burden had been lifted. She was now able to eat, contentedly.

Not long after she returned home, Hannah conceived and had a baby boy.  She named him Samuel which means God has heard. God had indeed heard her prayers and treated her heartache.

As she cradled him we can just imagine how happy she was, how she would have thanked and praised God. Yet, as the months went by, as she was nursing him,  no doubt at the back of her mind she would have been remembering that promise she had made to God, that she would give Samuel to God’s service.  Who would care for him as he grew?  Would Eli be able to look after him properly? Did she ever think of going back on her word?  Surely God would have understood and would have forgiven her as long as she brought Samuel up to honour Him?

 But no, Hannah would keep her oath, only …not yet.  

Elkanah’s comment indicated that he knew how hard it would be to surrender the little boy into the arms of the aged priest.

May the Lord make his promise come true he said, or in other words

I’m sure the Lord will help you to do what you have promised

Elkanah knew all about vows.  We read that his yearly journeys to the Holy festival at Shiloh were in part to fulfill his own vows made for various reasons according to ancient customs of piety. Hannah was faithful to her promise.  She continued to look after Samuel at home until he was weaned, probably between 3-4 years of age as was the custom back then.

When the time came, probably all too soon, Hannah and Elkanah took their little boy, Samuel, to the tabernacle or temple at Shiloh to dedicate him to God’s service.  Hannah had to remind the old priest, Eli, who she was.  Again she would have had the opportunity to take Samuel straight back home, but no, she had made her promise to God and she was not going back on her word, however hard it was going to be.  

Before she finally left Samuel, she and Elkanah, her husband, worshipped in the temple and Hannah prayed to God with a song of praise and thanksgiving that we said together this morning.
Normally one would expect Hannah to pray for her little boy, for God’s blessing on him as she left him – but Hannah’s prayer was different.  She rejoiced over God’s goodness to her then launched into a song exalting the Lord God, who gave her the child.  Her emphasis was not on the gift but the giver, the God who answered her prayer.

The Lord has filled my heart with joy she said.  

She praised him, telling everyone who was listening how great God is, what things he has done and continues to do.  Her entire focus was on God, himself.  

She had been lifted up by God, from a situation of disgrace to a position of honour and strength.

She recounted how God is the unfailing source of security for his faithful people, then, by giving a series of examples from everyday life, Hannah showed that God often works contrary to natural expectations and brings about surprising reversals.

Hannah declared that life and death, prosperity and adversity are determined by the sovereign power of God alone.

Hannah’s song of praise is steeped in significance.  She spoke prophetically of the way God would deal with his people, bringing down the proud and lifting up the poor and needy.  She anticipated the establishment of kingship in Israel and the initial realization of the messianic ideal in David

He will give strength to his king.  He will give power to his anointed one. She said

Ultimately this expectation finds fulfillment in Jesus Christ and his complete triumph over the enemies of God.

Hannah’s son, Samuel, was to play a significant part in God’s plan. He was to be God’s agent for establishing the kingship in Israel.

Perhaps her song helped to build up Hannah and Elkanah as they left their little boy and started the difficult walk home. 

Hannah’s prayer was written down and became part of tradition. It is even in our Anglican prayer book today.

So what can we learn as we reflect on Hannah’s story?

Perhaps patience and trust in God.

 Sometimes we too spend a long time waiting for things to happen and it can be very hard.  Years may go by and our hopes and dreams may remain unfulfilled. It is all so easy to become disappointed and become bitter about the way things turn out. We should not judge those in our society who turn to such things as drugs or alcohol to ease their hurts. We should learn from Hannah, like her we should turn to God, truly return to God in our brokenness and empty handedness.  Our God is a God of mercy and compassion.  He hears us and although he may not necessarily give us our heart’s desire, he will hear us and in his mercy will respond to our prayers. 
 In the meantime we should wait in hope and expectation, and like Hannah we may be at peace and the blockages of our heartbreak and discontent will begin to lift and we will begin to see the many blessings God already gives us each day: the hug of a friend who cares, the pleasure of eating a well prepared meal, the miracle of a new bud opening, the splendour of the sunset, the cooling breeze on a hot day.  God gives us so much as we wait for him to answer our prayers.  

And what about obedience?
Have you ever made promises to God?  Have you ever said Lord God, if only you would do this, then I will do that? I’m sure all of us have been guilty of praying in this way at some stage of our lives.  What about some of the promises made on our behalf at our baptism, or at our confirmation, when we were married?

It is so easy to say yes, much harder to keep those promises.  Do you remember any promises you made to God?

When I was ordained I had to make a number of vows.  One of them was in answer to the question

Will you strive to shape your own life according to the way of Christ?
It sounds so easy, but it is so very difficult.

I replied I will by God’s grace
It is only by God’s grace, with his help, that we can even begin to fulfill our promises to him, and yet we still fail so often.

Our God is a God of forgiveness and mercy.  If we are sorry for our failures and ask him, he will forgive us and show us how to move on.

Finally we can use Hannah’s own words as a pattern for worship.
She went beyond what God had done for her, for his great gift, to praise God as the giver.  How often do we do that?

How often do we even stop to say thank you – let alone be moved on to worship?
Worship is the response of a heart in love with God.  It begins with a focus on God: his greatness, his glory - & our response is one of adoration and awe.

When was the last time you really worshipped our Lord God?

Take time this week to not only thank God, but worship him

Let us pray 
God our Father, you have taught us how to pray, teach us also how to worship.  Help us to contemplate you in such a way that our souls are filled with admiration, with awe and with worship.  In Jesus name.  

