7th September 2014
1 Samuel 1:4–20; 2:1–10

The appointed Bible reading for today is very special for Debbie and myself. After we discovered Debbie was pregnant for the third time we were left wondering whether it would be a boy or a girl. We had been blessed with two beautiful girls and I was wondering whether it would be another girl. That would make it four females and me in my household. I was preparing myself for this eventuality; contemplating whether I would ever get in the bathroom again, whether I should invest in a second TV so I could watch my football in another room. But then one night I was reading a bible passage to Joanna before she went to sleep and it was this story of the childless Hannah pleading to God for a son. 

When you read scripture prayerfully I believe God can speak to you - words stand out and have significance -and these words ‘God gave Hannah a son and she named him Samuel because I asked the Lord for him’ – stood out for me.

I remember coming down stairs and saying to Debbie with great certainty ‘forget about all those baby name books that we were going to have a boy -  and we are going to call him Samuel!’ 

At the time we had friends who were desperately trying to have a child and had just gone through IVF treatment all to no avail. They had cut us dead and made little contact. But after a few months we got a letter off them apologising for their behaviour and asking our forgiveness and the chance to restore our friendship. Our news had hit a sensitive spot because they were struggling to conceive. 
But eventually their reaction to our news had sent them back to God in prayer and they wept and they worked through their grief and anguish to a point where they would not become overwhelmed and spoiled by bitterness. Their attitude was now one of thankfulness for the things God had given to them and to press on and make the most of the present and the future opportunities – realising that they couldn’t live for the ‘maybes’. God for them was leading them through their pain to a new future – though they still carried scars with them.
This story of Hannah and Samuel is a powerful human story. 
It is at the start of the first book of Samuel, which we will be looking at this month. It follows on from our last look at the  Old Testament when we considered the book of Judges. The stories in 1 Samuel tell of the extraordinary changes in the way the people of Israel will be governed. They have been led by Judges, who God occasionally raises up. But the people will press for a more permanent ruler, a King. They want a bit more independence. A bit like Scotland then… where in the next fortnight Alex Salmond may be crowned the new King of Scotland, or President of Scotland, or Prime Minister of Scotland. Has he decided what he is going to call himself, should the YES campaign win?     
Today’s story is about the birth of Samuel who will become the last Judge who will be instrumental in this tussle for a monarch. 

Samuel’s mother, Hannah, is a woman navigating conflict and pain in her family. 
In biblical times, a childless wife was viewed with scorn for her failure to provide her husband and family with heirs. Elkanah, Hannah’s husband, does not waver from loving her. But Elkanah’s has another wife Peninnah, (this was the age of polygamous marriages – a time of the Bible around the beginning of the Iron Age 10,000 years BC). Peninah is Hannah’s “rival,” and she gives Hannah no peace by “irritating” her (the Hebrew word here means “to cause to thunder or tremble”).
This all comes to ahead when at a ceremonial meal Peninnah gets several portions of food for her and her children and Hannah only gets one – for herself.  

It’s all very Pointed.

Our translation says Hannah was tormented and humiliated.

As year after year passed, Hannah would weep and refuse to eat during the family pilgrimage to the House of the Lord at Shiloh. To add insult to injury, Hannah's husband doesn't get it either.  "Hannah, why are you crying and why aren't you eating?  Why are you so sad?" he would ask. 

While he might have been a "nice guy" who truly loved Hannah, he simply wasn't paying attention to the reality of her life.  His obliviousness is clear when he asks, "Am I not more to you than ten sons?" This statement says much more about him than it does about Hannah.  I would have been more reassured if he had said, "Hannah, YOU are more than ten sons to ME." 

Hannah finally reaches the breaking point and decides to go to the sanctuary at Shiloh on her own to plead with God for a male child.  She is even further humiliated as she reaches out for help.  The priest Eli, another man, assumes the worst and compounds her grief by saying, "How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Sober up!" But once she explains herself, Eli listens and tells her to go in peace, sending her away with a blessing. 

I’m sure most of us have been in situations where we have felt humiliated, put down, lacking in self worth  and self esteem – rejected, weak and powerless.

We live in a harsh world which sees performance and accomplishments as the way to achieve significance. Status and recognition is a way to security. Appearance and admiration is a way to acceptance.

Hannah is full of grief and bitterness because she has not made the grade – she has no children – so has not performed and accomplished her task of being a wife – she has no significance. No child means no security and status. 

This is faith matters. The Christian faith declares to us that we are loved by God.  We are significant. We are no longer worthless, inadequate, helpless or hopeless. In Christ we are deeply significant and special, no longer insecure, guilty, unprotected, alone or abandoned. In Christ we are totally secure – and cannot be separated from the love of God.

 We are no longer rejected, unloved or dirty. In Christ we are completely accepted. The spiritual significance of all that is immense and makes all the difference in life. 

On Friday we held the funeral service for Jan Strutt. Jan was a serving elder in this church and had been part of our community for the last 8 years or so. I read out at the funeral some of her testimony, that she had written in our Bicentennial Book that was published in 2009 to mark the 200th anniversary of this church building:

‘I have found such joy in my heart ever since I was found by God and learning that He is there, looking after me, watching my steps and guiding me. The knowledge that I have a heavenly father who loves me unconditionally, who wants the best for me, who delights in me because He is the One that made me, and knows me, is just so awesome.

Before I had God in my life, I spent 18 years with ME (chronic fatigue) and most of that time was spent in bed, or on the settee. I couldn’t eat many foods at all as I would have a severe reaction to them, and also coming into contact with everyday chemicals made me severely ill. I looked ill, I felt ill, and although I made an occasional trip out; it was always such a struggle. It was a miserable existence.

What did I do to try to get well? Well, I tried everything that you could think of, and then some more. I was running so low on hope when someone suggested that God might be willing to heal me. Even then it took another eight or nine months to overcome my own, and others, scepticism.

God has literally given me my life back. He has healed me of ME. He has healed my broken heart, I can eat all foods, and I no longer have allergies.

The relationship I have with god is more important to me than anything else in life. He gave us life that we should live it more abundantly. 

Jan lived her life latterly in that confident faith that she was loved, forgiven and accepted by a Heavenly father and her life was ultimately safe in his hands. It made all the difference to her. Faith in Christ can do that.

Her life is also the story of earnest prayer – seeking after God for healing: trusting in God for deliverance and hope. 

Hannah’s story is also a story of real earnest prayer and a God who answers prayer. 
Things may not be going for you, people may speak badly about you and put you down, but if our deepest identity is found in our relationship to Christ and we know deeply the love of God for us – we will come through. 

Hannah cries out bitterly to God. Her pain drove her to God. We are not told whether she had prayed in this manner before but now she prays honestly and heartfelt. Her pain drove her to make a vow. A vow looks suspiciously like a bargain with God. 
‘If only you give me a son. I promise that I will dedicate him to you for his whole life.’

 It’s a very human response: making a bargain with God. Yet when you think about it – we’ve got nothing to bargain with. Who are we to bargain with God? 
Perhaps the real lesson of Hannah is the way in which she comes to acknowledge that whatever God gives you, you owe to God alone. She would be given the blessing of a son – but Samuel was a gift from God and an act of grace – not an achievement because she got her prayer answered but because God has been gracious. 
Life becomes more pleasurable when we realise that all things are a gift from God. When we remember that our homes and families, our careers, our money, are a gift from God we will be on the way to finding peace and joy and thanksgiving – that will release the pointless and disabling mood of resentment and bitterness that hangs around most of life’s ‘maybes’ and what we want rather than celebrating what we have got.
 Jan’s life was dedicated to God. At her funeral and the reception afterwards, people spoke of the legacy she left, the difference this one life, dedicated to God, had made. 

In the news at the moment is the rise of the Islamic State, extreme Islamic Jihadists, wanting to establish an Islamic Caliphate in the Middle East. Causing much anguish to British media is why young British Muslims are heading out to join them in their struggle. 

I read an article yesterday about Muslim women who are joining men in the IS jihad. It said that joining extremist groups can be seen to be cool. They are going for adventure. To be alongside their heroic fighting men. They want to live lives of purpose and meaning; to be part of a greater struggle, to build a new society around Isalm. Our secular media and commentators just can’t understand why anyone in comfortable secular Britain would want to leave it all behind to off and die for a religious cause.
The phrase ‘dedicated to God’  may send a shiver down the spine as we think of intolerant religious extremists who will behead you if you don’t convert to their way of thinking.
Contrast that type of dedication to God with the testimony of Dr Kent Brantly.

Kent Brantly treated patients at a hospital in Liberia’s capital, Monrovia. He contracted the fatal Ebola virus. He was flown back to America were he was healed from the virus.

Why did Kent Brantly go to Liberia?


Some where critical of him abandoning America for do gooding work in Third World countries.”


In July 2013 he gave a sermon at his church.


He said he loved hearing stories and seeing pictures from visiting missionaries — especially his uncles and aunts, who served in Africa. 


As a teenager he had gone with his church on a summer team to Kenya and Tanzania. During a devotional near the end of that visit a visiting Bible teacher spoke about being a slave to Christ. That meant, “wherever he wanted to send me, wherever he called me, I would go,” Kent Brantly recalled. “Then the realization hit me. What if he called me to be a missionary in Tanzania?” It wasn’t an appealing idea at the time. 


“My saving grace, though, was the second part of that lesson,” he said. “God provides everything we need to be faithful to him.”


After graduation, he decided to pursue medicine. He went on a medical mission trip to El Salvador and Honduras. 


There he said  “I began to feel the impact that a medical missionary could have on the lives she or he touched,”. 

In his sermon, Kent Brantly told his church family that they played a vital role in his decision to become a medical missionary.


“You encouraged me to memorize Bible verses, supported me to go on my first mission trip,” he said. Many sacrificed their days off to teach at summer holiday Bible club and a church-run camp. “I allowed your words and your actions to help guide me as I moved forward in my walk with God. 


“Time and time again, God has used my life circumstances to remind me that he is sovereign, that he is in control.” He has used relationships and conversations to reinforce his calling. 


And as I moved, God directed my path. 

“It’s hard to steer a parked car.” In other words, if you are sitting around, waiting to hear God’s voice, waiting for him to direct you toward a specific plan for your life, then you’re like a parked car, unable to be guided or directed. 


God has placed this call on all of us. But we must continually move in the direction of this call if we desire for God to direct our steps, to guide our paths.


It’s hard to steer a parked car. So what does your calling look like? When you retell and relive your life story, what dots is God longing to connect? How does your story fit into God’s story? 


When you look at the way God has guided you up to the present, how has he equipped you to participate in his ministry of reconciliation — of reconciling the whole world to himself? 


Kent Brantly has completely recovered frm Ebola. We give thanks that Will Pooley the British nurse has done so as well.
 
That’s a different kind of dedication to God than those going off on Jihad.
What are you dedicated too? Where do you find your sense of self-worth and value? Are you living for a greater cause than your own comfort? 
Read Hannah’s prayer in chapter two. 

This doesn't sound like the simple prayer of thanks we might expect from a new mother.  This is a song of revolution where the bows of the mighty are broken and the poor are raised from the dust.  Hannah's song points to the pillars of injustice that must be pulled down.  Some of those pillars may be the very ones that put her in such a desperate situation in the first place, discriminated against and humiliated. She is dedicated to God’s causes. 
But I also wonder whether Hannah’s extraordinary offer of giving the gift of her child back to God is her way of forgiving Peninah, by not using Samuel as a way to drive a wedge between them. Samuel will become a person of grace. He would go on to become a priest who eventually anoints David as King and in the line of David comes Jesus who brings to us the amazing grace of God.

May God help us to be dedicated to his ways and his service.
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