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Elkanah (el-kay'-nuh) is married to Hannah, who is childless (v. 2). From his fathers, Elkanah has a proud past; with this wife, however, he has no future because she cannot conceive. Their future seems to be fixed and fated with no children.

Elkanah has another wife, of course, who has lots of children. Polygamy has its advantages sometimes. 
The names of the wives may connote something of their role in the story: “Hannah” (hannâ) means “charming” and “attractive,” indicating her role as the wife Elkanah loves (v. 5); “Peninnah” (pi-nin'uh)  means “fertile” or “prolific,” indicating her identity as the childbearer.

Peninnah brings all her sons and daughters with her to worship, and at the meal she keeps coming back to the table with another plate, saying out loud, "What's a mother to do? All of these children need to be fed and I need to fill all of these plates! Do you still need just one plate, Hannah? Too bad!" And Hannah cries and refuses to eat at the meal. Even in worship Hannah watches the priest Eli and his two sons wear their robes and lead in worship there at Shiloh. Peninnah has sons. Eli has sons. Hannah has no son.


Do you know what that's like? Do you know what it's like to come to church and hear parents complain about their kids' busy schedules while your schedule is filled with regular visits to the fertility clinic? Do you know what it’s like to pick up the phone and hear, “Okay, my temperature just increased. I’m ovulating! I need you home right now!”? Do you know what it is like to try to be joyous and happy and to celebrate at a baby shower when you just had a miscarriage? Do you know what it's like to avoid Sunday services on Mother's Day because you ache for a child, but your body will not yield one? Do you know what it's like to smile warmly and give no substantial answer when an aunt asks, "Honey, you've been married for a while now! Isn't it about time you had children?" 


Do you know what that's like? Do you? Some of us here today know what that's like. No one needs to taunt you or ridicule your childlessness. You carry it with you every day of your life--childless, incomplete, barren. Hannah still comes to worship but no longer at Shiloh. She comes to Vienna Baptist Church. And her husband with an impressive heritage but no future comes, too. Look around. Hannah and Elkanah may be sitting next to you this morning. 


What does Hannah do in her barrenness? She continues to come to worship and pray there at Shiloh. Do you know Shiloh? Before Solomon built the Temple in Jerusalem, Shiloh was one of the main worship sanctuaries for those in this land of Canaan. At Shiloh you could see the Tent of Meeting from Moses’ days and also the Ark of the Covenant, which is the box housing the Ten Commandments and other items from the wilderness wanderings. If you needed to go to a holy place to pray for a baby, none was better than Shiloh!


Shiloh was on its last legs, however. Soon the Philistines would capture the Ark of the Covenant. (You can read about this military defeat in chapter 4 of 1 Samuel.) And some think the sanctuary at Shiloh was destroyed when the Ark was captured and the priest Eli’s sons were killed in battle (1 Samuel 4:11) Shiloh is a sanctuary that has a glorious past but a precarious future. Does that resonate with the questions the ad-hoc study team of Vienna Baptist is asking in these days about the future of our church? Shiloh has a glorious past but a precarious future. Still, Hannah journeys to Shiloh to pray for a baby. 

And Shiloh has a priest who can’t manage his two sons and can’t seem to be sensitive to those who come to pray. Listen to the story. Hannah comes to Shiloh, prays sweaty prayers and promises her God: “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.” (1:11).


Hannah prays silently while moving her lips with no words coming out. The priest Eli presumes and says out loud what he is thinking: “How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine,” (1:14).


“No sir! I haven't been pouring drinks; for I have been pouring out my soul before the Lord!" (1:15). Recovering quicker than I would with a size ten shoe in my mouth, the preacher says, “Go in peace; the God of Israel grant the petition you have made to him.” (1:17). Here is the most spiritual action we have from Eli the priest: he blesses Hannah even though he does not know her request. We do know, however, and in due time Hannah conceives and births a son whom she calls Samuel, which means God's name because she has asked in God's name for him. 


When the child is young--probably a preschooler about two or three years old, she brings him to the worship center. Imagine what went through Hannah's mind that day as she packed that little suitcase for her preschooler. "Here are some pants and shirts. Here is his pillow. Here is his favorite pal for sleeping at night. Don't forget his 'blankey'." She closes the suitcase and carries him to the house of the Lord at Shiloh. The text says starkly, “And the child was young.” (1:24). 


At Shiloh she greets Eli and says, “Oh, sir! As you live, sir, I am the woman who was standing here in your presence, praying to the Lord. 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.” (1:26-28). Then she leaves little Samuel there for the Lord and goes back home alone, probably crying all of the way. And you thought the first day of preschool was tough on you!

GIFTS OF EXTRAVAGANT GRACE

When we present children and dedicate families here at Vienna Baptist Church, we bring our children to the front of the worship room for just a few minutes, but Hannah brings her only son to the worship building at Shiloh and walks away alone. How does she do that? How can she say, “Therefore I have lent him to the Lord; as long as he lives, he is given to the Lord”?


Hannah may have spent many years with a barren womb, but she has a fertile faith. Even when her body was closed to conceiving a child, her heart was open to the power of God. To those who have had difficulty bearing children, it is easier to say that our children do not belong to us; for they belong to God. This child is not really ours. It is God's child, lent to us for just a little while to nurture and love for a few years. Our children do not belong to us; for they belong to God. Hannah knew that. That's how she can lend little Samuel to the Lord and give him to the Lord. She knows what you and I know: life is a gift from God--not earned or deserved. She knows that her child is a gift of God's extravagant grace. 


I first heard this phrase in Elizabeth Achtemeier’s book, The Committed Marriage, (Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1976). Although the book is about marriage, her last chapter--Gifts of Extravagant Grace--is about children. Achtemeier writes: “I sometimes think that children are the gift which is given out of the extravagance of God's grace. They are not absolutely necessary to a marital relationship. God fills our cup to the brim with the good gift of a mate for us, pouring out divine love in God’s desire that we not be alone. Then, on top of that, the Lord adds the marvelous gift of children. They become the overflow of God’s extravagance, the superabundance of blessing added to the original blessing of Genesis 1:28, the final portion which makes our cup run over and magnifies our joy beyond all our original wishing” (page 188).


You see, we do not need children to be fulfilled as persons. And as Christians, we do not need children to help us live beyond our own death because we believe that through Jesus Christ we will all live into the resurrection life.  We do not need children to have a fulfilling marriage and we do not need children to carry our name into the future. Children are gifts of God’s extravagant grace. Mikayla Alma Pauley and Timothy John Brotemarkle is each a gift of God’s extravagant grace. 

Your mother--like Hannah, like my mother, like the families who come to present their children today at Vienna Baptist Church--has prayed for you, has birthed you, and has now laid you at the door of the church to be a servant of God. I live my life in the constant assurance that someone has prayed over me. And someone has prayed over you. It's Hannah's prayer there at Shiloh: “Therefore I have lent him/her to the Lord; as long as he/she lives, he/she is given to the Lord.” 


Your child is a gift of God's extravagant grace. You are a gift of God’s extravagant grace. Go out and live a life of thanksgiving! Amen.
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