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9 After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah rose and presented herself before 
the LORD. Now Eli the priest was sitting on the seat beside the doorpost of the temple of 
the LORD. 10She was deeply distressed and prayed to the LORD, and wept bitterly. 11She 
made this vow: ‘O LORD of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your servant, and 
remember me, and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a male child, 
then I will set him before you as a nazirite until the day of his death. He shall drink 
neither wine nor intoxicants, and no razor shall touch his head.’ 
12 As she continued praying before the LORD, Eli observed her mouth. 13Hannah was 
praying silently; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard; therefore Eli thought 
she was drunk. 14So Eli said to her, ‘How long will you make a drunken spectacle of 
yourself? Put away your wine.’ 15But Hannah answered, ‘No, my lord, I am a woman 
deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring 
out my soul before the LORD. 16Do not regard your servant as a worthless woman, for I 
have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation all this time.’ 17Then Eli 
answered, ‘Go in peace; the God of Israel grant the petition you have made to him.’ 
18And she said, ‘Let your servant find favour in your sight.’ Then the woman went to her 
quarters, ate and drank with her husband, and her countenance was sad no longer. 
19 They rose early in the morning and worshipped before the LORD; then they went back 
to their house at Ramah. Elkanah knew his wife Hannah, and the LORD remembered her. 
20In due time Hannah conceived and bore a son. She named him Samuel, for she said, ‘I 
have asked him of the LORD.’ 
21 The man Elkanah and all his household went up to offer to the LORD the yearly 
sacrifice, and to pay his vow. 22But Hannah did not go up, for she said to her husband, 
‘As soon as the child is weaned, I will bring him, that he may appear in the presence of 
the LORD, and remain there for ever; I will offer him as a nazirite for all time.’ 23Her 
husband Elkanah said to her, ‘Do what seems best to you, wait until you have weaned 
him; only—may the LORD establish his word.’ So the woman remained and nursed her 
son, until she weaned him. 24When she had weaned him, she took him up with her, 
along with a three-year-old bull, an ephah of flour, and a skin of wine. She brought him 
to the house of the LORD at Shiloh; and the child was young. 25Then they slaughtered the 
bull, and they brought the child to Eli. 26And she said, ‘Oh, my lord! As you live, my lord, 
I am the woman who was standing here in your presence, praying to the LORD. 27For this 
child I prayed; and the LORD has granted me the petition that I made to him. 28Therefore 
I have lent him to the LORD; as long as he lives, he is given to the LORD.’ 
She left him there for the LORD. 
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Here on this Mother’s Day, one of the realities of parenting that our moms (and dads) 

know is that when your kid finds something they like, they stick with it. If they discover a 

food or candy they like, they beg for it again-and-again. If they have a favorite book, you can 

guess that it will be pulled out to read each night at bedtime. And if they find a movie that 

entertains them, they have no problem watching it over and over. 

This was true for both of our girls. But I remember in particular that, as a young kid, one 

of Abby’s favorite Christmas movies was Mickey’s Once Upon a Christmas. This animated 

movie opens with Donald Duck’s mischievous nephews, Huey, Dewey, and Louie, one 

Christmas morning. They jump out of bed, gobble down a big stack of pancakes, open all 

their presents before the rest of the family arrives, and then run over Donald as they race 

outside with their new sleds to spend the day sledding up and down the hills. They finally 

come home for Christmas Dinner before going back to sleep with the wish that every day 

could be Christmas. To their surprise, when they wake up, it’s Christmas again and they go 

through the same pattern of events all over again. However, after a number of Christmas 

days in a row, it begins to lose its specialness. Soon, waking up on Christmas morning and 

going through the motions feels more like drudgery than festivity. 

In cinematic terms, this is known as a time loop. A time loop is when characters 

experience the same period of time that is repeatedly resetting. When a certain condition is 

met, the loop starts again. It’s like the movie is stuck on replay except that one or more of 

the characters retain the memories from the previous loop. Tom Cruise’s Edge of Tomorrow, 

Tim Burton’s Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children, and of course, Bill Murray’s Groundhog 

Day, are all movies featuring a repeating time loop. And for Hannah, the main character of 

our scripture lesson this morning, it seems to be a feature in her life as well. 

The opening verses of 1 Samuel, which come before our scripture reading this morning, 

almost sound like they could begin with the phrase, Once Upon a Time… 

There was a certain man of Ramathaim, a Zuphite from the hill country of Ephraim, whose name 
was Elkanah son of Jeroham son of Elihu son of Tohu son of Zuph, an Ephraimite.  He had two 
wives; the name of the one was Hannah, and the name of the other Peninnah. Peninnah had children, 
but Hannah had no children. 
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There in the opening verses, we learn about the location, the family tree, the complicated 

marital situation, and most important, the barrenness of Hannah. They were just a normal 

Jewish family (except maybe for the extra wife), living out their lives in a faithful covenant 

way.i 

With the scene set by these verses of introduction, we then learn that every year this 

family went up to the Sanctuary in Shiloh to offer their sacrifices to God. While some 

suggest that this was a private family service of thanksgiving, most scholars think this was 

the annual Feast of Tabernacles. This feast was when Israel remembered their time of living 

in tents in the wilderness and also celebrated God’s provision in the harvest. It was a time of 

thanking God for his past deliverance and for the present fruitfulness of the land. 

But this annual pilgrimage wasn’t a time of celebration for Hannah. Not only did the 

celebration of harvest leave her feeling unfruitful, but also unworthy. Her rival wife – that’s 

the word the author of 1 Samuel uses – made fun of her childlessness. Peninnah, we’re told, 

used to provoke her, repeatedly irritating Hannah for her lack of chlidren. As they sat at the 

post-sacrifice meal, Peninnah received enough food for her and her multiple children, while 

Hannah sat alone. Her loving husband tried to make up for it by giving her a double portion 

of meat, but that only drew attention to her plight and egged on her bitter rival who couldn’t 

help but notice that Elkanah loved Hannah more. 

As I’ve shared with you before, the lack of a child – especially a male child – was 

cataclysmic in the subsistence economy of the Old Testament. A woman capable of 

reproduction was accorded an increased level of social status in proportion to her fertility. 

More kids=more status, more honor, more security. But in Hannah’s case, without a son of 

her own, after Elkanah died she would be left destitute. Only a son could inherit property; 

she would be left with nothing. Therefore, if Hannah never bore her husband a son, she 

would have no one to take care of her in her old age. But infertility was not just an issue of 

economics. It was also an issue of one’s place in the world. A son represented the future – 

life beyond the present generation. While Elkanah’s future was assured through Peninnah’s 

sons, Hannah’s was not. 
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Year-after-year, this bitter tragedy kept replaying in Hannah’s life. Year-after-year her 

hope dwindled and her future seemed dim. Year-after-year she went up to church only to 

learn that church made it worse. Her rival piled on mercilessly. Hannah wept bitterly and 

went on a hunger strike. 

Elkanah saw Hannah’s pain and tried to comfort her. “Why are you weeping? Why don’t 

you eat? Why are you downhearted?” And then he did what every husband should know 

what to do but we do it anyway. He tried to smooth things over. “Don’t I mean more to you 

than 10 sons?” Oh no! Did he really say that? Surely he meant to say that she was worth 

more to him than ten sons. But like Job’s friends last week who had no clue, Elkanah just 

didn’t get it. His inept words of comfort made bad matters worse. No words of comfort – 

and especially a gaffe like that – would stop the war going on within Hannah. 

Some of you know what war is like. There’s an unsettled ache no matter what anyone else 

does. Possibility thinking, positive psychology, words of affirmation, wishing, hoping, even 

praying doesn’t make the hurt go away. Like the smell of smoke after a cigarette has been 

extinguished, this type of pain relentlessly meanders in one’s thoughts. It is an unwelcome 

guest that wore out its welcome long ago. Unlike hurts that are at least manageable, this type 

of hurt affects one’s entire life, leaving heart wounded and spirit broken. This type of wound 

impinges not only on life circumstances, but also on one’s sense of self as well. 

This is the Hannah kind of hurt. It’s the kind of hurt leads to addictions and “emotional 

disorders” since people will do just about anything to relieve the agony as they “search for 

escape – some way to numb the pain, remove the anguish, and discover some momentary 

peace. But Hannah resorted to no such escape.ii Instead, one year, when the scene could 

have played out as before, Hannah chose a different path. 

Our scripture lesson this morning picks up at the heart of the story. After having traveled 

again to Shiloh to offer their sacrifice, the family had once again sat down to eat. But this 

time, when dinner was over Hannah, didn’t just sit there hoping they could soon be on their 

way back home. No, this time, she stood up and entered the Temple, passing by Eli the 

priest as she walked in. And there, in bitterness of soul, Hannah wept much and prayed to 
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the Lord. Hannah took her case to God, assuming that the God of Israel might care for 

those hurting and without status. She asked God to do a new thing. 

She prayed, “O Lord Almighty – literally Yahweh of Armies, implying great power to do 

the impossible – if you will only look upon your servant’s misery and remember me, and not 

forget your servant, but give her a son…if you give me a son, I will give him back to you.” 

Hannah promised that she would dedicate her son as a Nazarite. Nazarites marked their 

commitment by abstaining from wine or other strong drink and by never cutting their hair. 

Samson is the chief biblical example of a Nazarite. Perhaps Hannah knew his story. 

Samson’s unnamed mother was also childless when God promised her a son and laid down 

the conditions of his dedication as a Nazarite (Judges 13:1-24).iii 

Stan Mast, a professor of preaching at Calvin Theological Seminary, suggests that for a 

woman who wanted a son as badly as Hannah, such a vow seems incredible and even cruel. 

Her desire for a son seemed to be the center of her life. Now here she swears that if God 

gives her the desire of her heart, she will give him back to God as soon as possible. What 

kind of mother is that?iv But something else was going on here that we will see in just a 

moment. 

As Hannah petitions God with her heartfelt requests, we learn that, while praying silently, 

her lips have been moving. We also discover that Eli the priest sees her and mistakes her for 

a sad drunk. “How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself?” Eli says as he 

chastises her. But Hannah hasn’t been pouring out wine or strong drink. She has been 

pouring out her soul before God. And after explaining this to Eli, he sends her off with the 

words, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him.” 

Indeed, the God of Israel remember Hannah and grant what she had asked of him. In the 

course of time, Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son. And then in a duty normally 

given to the father, she named him Samuel, which sounds like a Hebrew word that has to do 

with asking. “This is what I asked for,” Hannah said. “This is the result of God hearing my 

plea, because I asked God for him.” 



6 

As the story continues, the next year when it was time to go offer sacrifices at Shiloh, 

Hannah stays behind. She explains to Elkanah, “As soon as the child is weaned, I will bring 

him, that he may appear in the presence of the Lord, and remain there forever; I will offer 

him as a Nazarite for all time. This was a wise and motherly thing to do. It seemed to make 

sense from a practical standpoint. But pastor Robert Deffinbaugh notes that something else 

may be at play. Hannah, he notes, may not have wanted to set a precedent of going to Shiloh 

with Samuel and then returning home with him. Perhaps she feared she might be tempted 

not to keep her vow.v 

Elkanah told her to do what she felt best. But in that same verse, he also alludes to the 

larger purpose for which the boy Samuel is to be dedicated. “May the Lord establish his 

word,” Elkanah proclaimed. This wasn’t just a nice blessing. What we become aware of in 

his statement that we are not simply beginning the story of Samuel, but the story of God’s 

Word working through Samuel in Israel. Big things would soon happen through him. But 

this isn’t a story about Samuel. This morning’s scripture is about Hannah’s defining 

story…and perhaps a moment of definition for Israel as well. After all, God began Israel’s 

transformation in this time of crisis not with great men and events, but with the distress of a 

barren woman. 

Some years ago, a well-known government official stopped attending a Washington D.C. 

church that included a time for sharing of concerns before intercessory prayers. He claimed 

he did not come to church to hear people “let their guts hang out.”vi But that’s exactly what 

we get in our scripture text this morning. Hannah let her guts hang out before God, and in 

her honesty and raw emotion, showed she was the kind of woman – the kind of mother – 

whose life was really centered on God. She attributed her barrenness to God; she prayed to 

God; she made a vow to God; she was blessed in God’s name; and she gave her son to God. 

As her song in the next chapter of 1 Samuel makes powerfully clear, she believed in a 

sovereign God who controls everything. Even in her most bitter moments, Hannah 

remembered that God is God. So, she willingly gave back to the God who had given his all 

to her.vii 
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Sometimes it seems we are more intent on presenting a portrait of the vigor of our faith 

than in confessing our struggles, our anxieties, and our pains. Our prayers are characterized 

by the right words and right practices rather than the raw truth. But what Hannah did was 

simply and straightforwardly express her need to God. And in doing so, she recognized that 

wholeness in her life lay beyond those things she could control. Instead, the wholeness of 

her life rested on God as the larger reality of her life.viii 

This scripture about Hannah should be read as a text that presents God as the champion 

and in solidarity with the oppressed. That’s how it should be seen. However, there is a 

danger that this text could present God as the jolly, old Santa Claus at the mall who 

promises you everything you want. But this text isn’t about God simply giving us what we 

want or what we think we deserve. This is a text about the nearness of God. The nearness of 

God to our pain, our anxiety, our fears, our struggles… At the beginning of 1 Samuel, both 

Peninnah and Elkanah treat Hannah as God-forsaken. But, it turns out this was a premature 

judgment. 

Hannah did not ask God for a child in order to increase her wealth. She didn’t ask God 

for a child to protect her well-being in old age. Instead, she asked God for a child to deliver 

her – to deliver her from the periphery of society – to deliver her from those things that 

seemingly marginalized her. She asked God to do for her what Jesus Christ eventually did for 

all of us. To bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives, to announce 

the recovery of sight to the blind, and to let the oppressed go free (Luke 4:18-19). God’s 

response to Hannah wasn’t God playing Santa Claus. God’s response was one of salvation. 

In the midst of turmoil and pain, God intervened – both for Hannah and for Israel. At a 

moment when everything was a mess and all of Israel was doing what seemed right in their 

own eyes (Judges 21:25), God extended grace. And what Hannah’s story shows us is the 

unlikely paths God’s grace often takes.ix 

But what Hannah’s story also shows us is that as recipients of grace, we have to be 

channels of that grace. The proper response to the gift of God’s grace is to give it back. 

When grace brings new life, we must give back the grace we have received. One of the ways 
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we give it back is in worship, offering back grace to God as praise. But we also give back that 

grace in service to God, extending grace to others. We’re kind and gentle with our words. 

We meet the needs of others without drawing attention to ourselves. We respond to the 

harshness of others with grace. We sit with someone who’s sad knowing that sometimes our 

presence is all they need to know that they are loved. We extend grace by offering 

forgiveness and when we ask for forgiveness. And, we respond with grace as we express our 

appreciation to God and to each other. 

Every time we gather for worship, there’s a cross in front of us. The vertical beam of this 

cross reminds us how God channeled his grace to you and me through Jesus Christ. And the 

horizontal beam reminds us that we are to be channels of grace to those beside us – our 

kids, our family, our neighbors, our community. These are the things that need to be on 

repetitive loop in our lives, and these reminders of grace are the kind of things that never 

lose their specialness. 
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