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Pouring Out Our Hearts

          Several years ago, before Mitch was born, we had some friends who had a business in Memphis called, “Time for You.”  I would often help them out on weekends and in the summer time to make a little extra money.  We did odd jobs for people and one of the families we worked for was an orthodox Jewish family.  The wife of the family was named Peninnah.  I thought it was a strange name and when I asked about her name, she told me it was a Hebrew name and she directed me to the Samuel story.  When I looked back to this story, I was even more confused as to why a mother would give a child this name.  Peninnah does not seem like the nicest person in this story.

          Before we really delve into the story, it helps to look at where this story falls in the larger history of Israel.  The story of the judges was not the brightest shining moment in the history of Israel.  As a matter of fact, Judges 21:25 says, “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.”  In other words, Israel was at a point in their history when they needed to go in a new direction.  They were convinced that they were in desperate need of a king; it was time for a monarchy.  Samuel’s story sets the stage for this transition to the rise of a monarchy.  Samuel is often regarded as the last of the judges.  If you recall, it was Samuel who anointed both of the first two kings of Israel, Saul and David.  So, in order to set the stage for the rise of the monarchy, we have to have the background on Samuel, who will help to pave the way for Israel’s greatest kings.

          Samuel’s story is not unique, because as we know, behind every great man is an even greater woman.  Samuel’s father was Elkanah, who had two wives, Hannah and Peninnah.  The book begins by sharing Elkanah’s proud genealogy, which clearly gives his impressive pedigree, yet of his two wives, only Peninnah had been able to give him children.  All this is to say that in spite of the fact that he came from good stock, his future was not so bright as his past, because he had one wife who was barren.  Peninnah was none too kind to Hannah about the fact that she was childless.  It might appear that this was the result of the fact that Elkanah seemed to favor Hannah is spite of the fact that she had conceived no children for him.  

          It appears that this was a deeply religious family, because they made the journey to Shiloh every year to make their sacrifices to God.  On this particular year, Hannah seemed so depressed that she had not been able to provide her husband with an heir that she was reduced to tears and had no appetite.  Elkanah was either incredibly vain or else he was just not very sensitive to his wife’s pain, because he said to her, “Why are you crying? Am I not of more worth to you than ten sons?”  Really, Captain Sensitive!  That is what you say to comfort and console your distraught wife!  While this was not a very compassionate response, it did at least convince Hannah to eat.  

After pulling herself together, she slipped away on her own and went to the sanctuary to pour out her heart and soul before God.  As one might expect, the priest Eli was at his post, so he saw Hannah as she entered the sanctuary.  The text says that she was so crushed in soul that she cried inconsolably.  In her desperation, Hannah made a vow before God, “God, if you take a good, hard look at my pain.  If you’ll quit neglecting me and go into action by giving me a son, I’ll give him completely, unreservedly to you.  I’ll set him apart for a life of holy discipline.”

We have all heard of people making death bed pacts with God in times of deep distress and anguish.  Hannah was in that mode.  She was so distraught at her inability to have a child, and her theology was such that only God could open her womb because God was the one keeping her from having a son.  She decided that she had no choice but to take matters into her own hands.  She had to promise God that if she could only bear a child, she would gladly give him back to God for a life of service to the Almighty.  

Did you ever hear the story of Louisa Woosley?  She was the first woman ordained to the ministry in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church back in 1889.  Louisa was a farmer’s wife and the mother of young children.  She knew that she was feeling a call to ministry, but she did not know any women clergy and she did not know how a farmer’s wife could ever become a minister.  She decided that this was a call that would be left unanswered.  After a series of incidents where she bargained with God saying that she would answer the call to ministry, she fell ill, literally to the point of being bed ridden.  In desperation, she promised God that if she could just get well, she would figure out a way to answer his call to be a minister.  She began to get well and after she was back on her feet she started the path toward ordination.  She served faithfully in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church for over fifty years, first as an evangelist, then as a pastor of a church.    

Hannah was crying and pouring her heart out before God.  She was petitioning God and her lips were moving but no sound was coming from her.  As Eli looked on, he assumed that she must have been drunk to have been acting so strangely.  When he suggested that to her and told her to get a grip on herself, Hannah was quick to explain that she was not drunk, just distraught.  She was pouring out her very heart before God because she could no longer bear the burden of being childless, especially while Peninnah continually rubbed her nose in it.  At last Eli understood her situation, so he gave her the typical priestly blessing.  He said, “Go in peace and may the God of Israel give you what you have asked of him.”

As this part of the story comes to a conclusion, Hannah does have a son and as she promised God, she brought him to the temple to be raised in the temple as a servant to God.  After giving Samuel back to God, Hannah had three more sons and two daughters.  Though it is unthinkable to us to take a child to offer it back to God when still quite young, Hannah had made a pact with God to do just that and she made good on that promise.

This morning, we had a young couple who brought their precious son, Blake, to offer him back to God through the sacrament of baptism.  While we know that they will not be leaving Blake here to be raised in the church, in a very real sense they have brought him, asking us on behalf of all Christendom to make a pact with them to help them, through prayer and example, to raise Blake to be a follower of Jesus Christ.  They have brought Blake acknowledging before God and us, that this precious little boy is a gift from God.  They have come asking us to support them in their parenting of Blake, helping support them as they raise him to be a follower of Jesus.  They want us to encourage them as they nurture him to one day profess Jesus Christ as his lord and savior and thus claim the baptism, which he received this day as his heritage.  He has been baptized this day in a family heirloom baptismal gown, first used in 1912, and used for the baptisms of several generations of this family.  What a grand and glorious legacy!  May we be found faithful in supporting this family as they raise Blake to be a disciple of Jesus.

Blake has been born into a world, which can be scary, at times.  We live in times when we can feel overwhelmed by life.  The demands of work, family, church and all of the other things that occupy our days can seem, at times, to come crashing in on us.  When we get overburdened or overwhelmed, we need to remember the story of Hannah, who learned that by pouring her heart out before God, she would be heard.  She did not know what God would do, but she trusted her God so much that she was willing to entrust her first born child to God, as she had promised she would do.  She did not know how God would use Samuel, but she trusted that God would do right by her and by her son.  May we learn to trust in God so completely that we will be willing to pour out our hearts and souls before God and then trust in God to be in control and take care of the rest.

And to our God be all blessing and honor and power and glory and wisdom and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.

