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“To Us, A Child is Born: Hannah”
 December 8, 2019

1 Samuel 1:4-20

It’s the best story in the Bible. Okay, I know that’s 
subjective. But it’s true. The first chapter of Samuel 
tells an emotionally-rich story which sets the stage 
for two long books. It begins with Elkanah, a man 
from out in the country north of Jerusalem, and his 
two wives. The author says everything he needs to say 
in verse two: “Peninnah had children, but Hannah 
had no children.” It is a common theme in scripture, 
the longing for children, but this one is complicated 
by comparison. Peninnah “used to provoke her,” the 
scripture says. Who knows how she did it, but isn’t 
that what always makes things worse? We have our 
own struggles of course, but it always seems to be 
comparison with someone else that amplifies the pain. 
It’s not always intentional. Sometimes someone says, 
“I am so blessed with good health,” but they say it too 
close to someone whose test gave the doctor cause for 
concern. Or someone says, “I’ve been blessed with 
forty years of happy marriage,” but they say it to a 
friend who is struggling to hold a failing relationship 
together, or someone who longs for a companion in 
life. Taunting. Social media has given us a whole new 
platform on which to experience it—to hear how 
deliriously happy and fortunate everyone else is and 
wonder what must be wrong with us. Never mind that 
it’s not true—comparison is thief of joy just the same.

So, we meet Hannah in the midst of despair 
compounded by comparison, and we meet her in the 
temple, praying. In fact, the story says that she was 
praying with such singular focus and passion that 
Eli, the priest, thinks she is drunk. Now that is some 
intense praying!

Her prayer sounds like many of our prayers, in the 
most desperate and helpless moments of our lives—
“Dear God, if you will only remember me, if you will 

answer my prayer, I will respond by offering my life to 
you. I will change. I will give back. I will turn around.” 
Hannah’s heart-wrenching vow is so moving in its 
specificity and fervor: “O Lord, if you bless me with a 
child, I will dedicate that child’s life to you.”

And then, in Hannah’s story, two miracles take place. 
First, she is blessed with the birth of a child, like all 
children a precious gift from God. To remember 
that, Hannah names her son Samuel, Hebrew for 
“God has heard.” She will never forget that God 
heard her desperate prayer because every time she 
speaks her son’s name, it will be a reminder to her. 
what happens next in this story amazes me most. 
Hannah has prayed her whole life for this child, she 
has endured the taunts of Penninah, she has wept and 
fasted in the Temple, she was waited to the tips of her 
toes in the distant and fading hope that one day she 
would receive this blessing. Even after her anguished 
prayerful vow, I would expect her to hold on to that 
child with all the strength she has, to never let Samuel 
go. But that is not what happens.

Instead, as soon as Samuel is born, she begins making 
plans to give him back to God, to keep the promise 
that she has made. It’s an extraordinary act of faith 
and courage. It is the most miraculous event in this 
story—Hannah gives what matters most back to God. 

And this is where the story of the birth of Samuel 
intersects the story we tell this season. In less than 
three weeks, we will celebrate the birth of another 
baby, another precious gift from God. The story of 
Jesus’ birth is all about God giving us what matters 
most. God gave up all the splendor and majesty of 
divinity and took on human flesh. That is the story 
that we Christians have to offer the world.
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And it is our story to live. Can Hannah’s story be our 
story as well? What would it mean for us to pray for 
what is most precious to us, and then when we receive 
it not cling to it, but give it back to God?

This is not easy; and it is deeply personal. We can only 
imagine how difficult it was for Hannah to walk into 
the Temple that day and present her precious son to 
God. But because of her gift, Samuel grew to become 
the first of the prophets of Israel, a mouthpiece of 
God, an anointer of kings, a wise leader of God’s 
people. Perhaps the message for us is this: if the gifts 
we receive are to be truly transformative in our lives, 
they must be held with open hands. Hannah offered 
to God what she had most prayed to receive.

In this season of giving, we will be encouraged by 
every message of consumer culture to compare what 
we have to others and try to win Christmas; to buy 
more, hoping that what we spend will communicate 
the love we feel or fill the holes in our lives. But 
such actions will never touch the deep meaning of 
Christmas. What we are called to give is less tangible 
and more sacred.

Maybe it is our comfort—putting ourselves in 
vulnerable places where transformation is possible.

Maybe it is our time—offering a few hours to care 
for a neighbor, reach out to a stranger, bless someone 
without expecting anything in return.

Maybe it is our pride—humbling ourselves to ask for 
help rather than insisting on going through challenges 
alone.

Maybe it is our expectation of perfection—allowing 
ourselves and others the grace to be human.

Maybe it is our need to control—praying for the 
courage and the faith to leave the future in the hands 
of God. 

Maybe it is our obsession with acquisition—choosing 
to give more than we receive in this season and 
beyond it. 

This second Sunday of Advent in the life of the 
church is when peace takes center stage. I’ve been 
thinking about peace, about those I know who best 
demonstrate this precious quality. Peace. Shalom. 
Wholeness. And here’s what I’ve concluded. The 
people in my life who best embody inner peace are 
not those who have suffered the least—not by a 
longshot. But there is a common thread that ties them 
together. They have given their best to God. Having 
made that commitment, they are at peace even in the 
midst of chaos and sadness.

When Hannah takes her precious son Samuel to 
the Temple to present him, she speaks words of 
dedication, that display not anxiety or fear but deep 
peace: “For this child I prayed; and the Lord has 
granted me the petition that I made to him. Therefore 
I have lent him to the Lord as long as he lives, he is 
given to the Lord.’

In just a few weeks we will hear those words of 
scripture that tell the greatest truth we know: unto 
us a child is born. We have been given a gift beyond 
measure. God has heard our prayers. We have been 
called to give what matters most, to offer our lives 
back to God. And when we do, the peace we feel will 
be gift enough to last a lifetime. Amen.


