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Sermon      Sunday 18 November 2018 
 
 
Lessons  1 Samuel 1: 4 – 20  Hebrews 10: 11 – 18 
     St Mark 13: 1 – 8 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
God of dancing and darkness, of stillness and light, Soul of our soul, one with us, 
bless our reflections and meditations, enrich our thoughts and feelings, so that 
we may burn anew with Your fire.   Amen. 
 
 

 
‘Hannah wept and would not eat.’   Originally one book, First 

and Second Samuel are works of literary art.   Dramatic, they 

have immediate human appeal with touching, tender, 

personal stories.   Hannah had no children.   Deeply 

distressed, she went to the temple and prayed.   On the face 

of it, it seems she made a bargain with God.   She said, ‘If you 

give me a male child, I shall dedicate his life to You; 

consecrated, his hair will not be cut and each day of his life 

he will honour You’.    From his seat beside the Temple 

doorpost, the priest, Eli, saw Hannah pray; she told him her 

story.   Eli said, ‘Go in peace; the God of Israel grant the 

petition you have made to him’.   Some time later, Hannah 
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and her husband Elkanah had a son.   They called him 

Samuel:  Shem HaElohim (God has heard).    

 

What we must not do is hear the story of Hannah and 

believe that, if only we prayed harder, our prayers and 

wishes would be answered, and the troubles and traumas of 

our life would disappear.   Life is not like that; faith is not 

like that; and God is not like that.   The first steps of our faith 

journey, our baby steps in prayer, often begin with making a 

bargain with God.   As we mature in faith, we begin to see 

that prayer and a life lived in God is not about God aligning 

God’s Self to our wishes, but we aligning ourselves to God’s 

will and way.   Spiritual pilgrimage is our journey into God; 

an opening of ourselves into union with the Eternal.   We 

must not think that if we prayed passionately, went to 

church more often, we would get what we want from God 

and our hardships would go away.   In many cases, human 

pain and suffering is too deep, too raw, for us to offer 

insensitive theology.    
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In the Tanakh or Hebrew Bible, Hannah’s story is not unlike 

that of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and the mother of Samson.   

In all these cases, the critical point is not so much the 

apparent superficial answer to prayer but rather that the 

child born is special, consecrated and has a sacred role to 

play.   It is not unlike the virgin birth in the Christian 

tradition.   In the non-canonical Gospel of James, the mother 

of Mary, the grandmother of Jesus, Anna (or Hannah) had no 

children; she prayed and pleaded with God.   In his life, 

Samuel played a pivotal role in the transition of the Hebrew 

people from biblical judges to the institution of a kingdom 

and the anointing of Israel’s first king.   It was Samuel who 

took oil and poured it over Saul’s head, kissed him, and said, 

‘The LORD has anointed you ruler over his people Israel…’.   

The narrative of Hannah delineates the holiness of Samuel. 

 

In Scripture, Hannah’s story falls into two halves.   In the 

first half, we hear her articulate her anguish and, in 
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desperation, try to bargain with God.   In the second half, we 

listen to her conversation with the priest.   Her offer to God, 

her bargain, is not repeated in the second half.   We are told 

only that the priest, Eli, thought she was drunk.   As 

Christians, where have we heard that before:  that the 

followers of God are thought to be drunk?   It is there at 

Pentecost.   In the portrait of the violent wind, the divided 

tongues as of fire and the languages spoken from every 

nation in the world, many said that the followers of Jesus 

were filled with new wine!   Peter denied that they were 

drunk.   Between the first half of the Hannah story and the 

second, we read, ‘Hannah was praying silently’.   In the 

Tanakh, it reads, ‘Hannah was praying in her heart’.   At the 

centre of the story there is a sacred moment, one that cannot 

be penetrated; it is hidden from ear and eye.   There is no 

possibility of trespass, either by the priest present or you 

and me.   In these few words, deep calls to deep.    
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The Cisterian monk, Thomas Keating, who died last month, 

and spent much of his life teaching contemporary methods 

of contemplative prayer, began his journey of faith with 

baby steps, yet steps which for him were a matter of life and 

death.   At the age of five years, he became seriously ill.   He 

overheard a conversation between his doctors that they did 

not think he had long to live.   The nearness of death had a 

profound effect upon him.   At his first Communion, Keating 

made an agreement with God:  ‘If you let me live until 

twenty-one I’ll become a priest’.   Young Keating survived 

and entered the monastery.   As he matured in faith, he grew 

to become a world renowned teacher of centering prayer.   

Spiritually, he walked further than his first steps in prayer.    

 

Centering prayer gently moves us beyond conversation with 

God to a place of intimacy and union with God.   Beyond the 

turmoil of our thoughts and the chaos of the world, we learn 

to rest in God; share in the shalom of the Holy One.   

Keating’s fellow monk, Abbot Joseph was asked, ‘How is a 
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life transformed?’   Joseph replied, ‘I try to be as selfless as I 

can be.   It’s all very simple but that’s how God is for me and 

that’s what I want to be:  a place where God can dwell and 

His love can spread through me’.   If a bargain is the 

beginning of prayer, the end surely is that we become places 

where God dwells, where the love of God can spread through 

us.   This is the prayer of Jesus in Gethsemane:  ‘Not my will, 

but yours’.   In the temple, in the darkness and stillness, 

Hannah prayed in her heart.   The bargaining had stopped.   

Her prayer was not longer about her; in silence, it had 

became centred on God.    

 

If we take ourselves now to the Mount of Olives, to Jesus 

with His disciples, Peter, James, John and Andrew, if in 

meditation we sit alongside Jesus we too can sense His calm, 

the shalom of His soul, as He speaks of the destruction of the 

temple, the wars, earthquakes and famines.   Jesus speaks to 

the disciples of false prophets and calamitous events.   In its 

history, the Church has faced many times of trouble.   Last 
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week, we remembered the millions who died in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, in the Great War, in 

genocides and from Spanish flu.    

 

Also in those first decades, the Russian Orthodox Church 

endured unbearable hardship.   With the birth of the Soviet 

Union in 1917, the Church became the enemy of the 

Bolshevik regime.   In the six months or so between June 

1918 and January 1919, 19 bishops, 102 priests, 154 

deacons and 94 monks were murdered.   Over two hundred 

clergy were imprisoned.   In the months and years that 

followed, 400 Moscow churches were dynamited and over 

600 religious communities reduced to just 15.   In 1923, the 

Solovki Islands became concentration camps; in part, set up 

for the imprisonment and punishment of priests.   For the 

Russian Orthodox Church, destruction and calamitous 

events were a terrible reality.   Thirty years ago this 

weekend the Salvadoran Army entered the grounds of the 

Jesuit University of Central America.   They murdered six 
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priests, a housekeeper and her daughter.   The Jesuit 

massacre, together with the murder of Archbishop Romero, 

is but another example of troubled times endured by the 

Church.    

 

As we sit with Jesus on the Mount of Olives, I hope that you 

too can sense His calm, His shalom.   The spiritual writer, the 

late Henri Nouwen, said: 

 
 The eyes of Christ which see the splendour of God’s 
 light are the same eyes which have seen the lowliness 
 of God’s people.   The same eyes that penetrate God’s 
 eternal mystery have also seen into the innermost  
 being of men and women, who are created in God’s 
 image.   They saw Simon, Andrew, James, Philip, 
 Nathaniel, and Levi and called them to discipleship. 
 They saw Mary of Magdala, the widow of Nain, the  
 lame, the lepers, and the hungry crowd and offered 
 them healing and new life.   They saw the sadness of 
 the rich young ruler, the fear of the disciples on the 
 lake, the loneliness of his own mother under the cross, 
 and the sorrow of the women at the tomb.   They saw 
 the fruitless fig tree, the desecrated temple, and the 
 faithless city of Jerusalem.   They also saw faith:  the 
 faith of the men who lowered their paralysed friend 
 through the roof, the faith of the Canaanite woman 
 who asked for the scraps that fell from the master’s 
 table, the faith of the centurion whose servant was 
 paralysed and in great pain, the faith of the blind 
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 Bartimaeus shouting for pity, and the faith of the 
 woman with a haemorrhage who touched the fringe 
 of his cloak. 
 
As we sit with Jesus on the Mount of Olives, as we sit with 

Christ in this church, He sees each of us, knows our stories 

and, if we are still for a moment, we too may be aware of His 

Presence, His calm in the midst of our lives.   In the troubles 

faced by the Church, in our own troubles, we may gain 

strength from Christ who, in the Book of Hebrews, in the 

metaphor of mystery, takes our concerns to the very heart of 

God.    

 

Hannah poured out her heart to God, so too did Thomas 

Keating, and so too may we, if we need to.   Spiritual 

pilgrimage begins with baby steps and bargaining, and ends 

in awareness and silence. 

 

Amen.  

 


