| | | | | But while Hannah's prayer is provoked by pain, it is not confined to it. Her prayer takes the form of a vow (v. 11). By casting her prayer in the form of a vow, she involves herself responsibly, even sacrificially, in her prayer, for she both asks and gives. She asks for a child from God, but her prayer also includes the giving of this same child back to God. Her generosity is as integral to her prayer as her poverty. Her prayer anticipates both getting and giving. | | | |
| | | | | "Nazirite" refers to a person whose total dedication to God's service was marked by abstention from alcohol and haircuts (see Numbers 6). In other words, this was no offhand or whimsical offering. | | | |
| | | | | Hannah prays in solitude and silence. She is not, though, unobserved. Eli, the presiding priest of the Shiloh sanctuary, is at his supervisory post at the doorway and has been watching her. He has watched the soundless movements of her mouth long enough to conclude that she is drunk. | | | |
| | | | | It is not the last time that a person at prayer will so violate the conventions of prayer that he or she will be accused of drunkenness. The followers of Jesus, praying on the day of Pentecost, are similarly maligned (Acts 2:1315). And for similar reasons: This is not the way normal, respectable people pray. | | | |
| | | | | To Eli, the normal way of prayer, then, is by means of ritual, incense, and animal sacrifice, a gathering of the community directed by a priest. And then Hannah shows up, without bringing a sacrifice, without asking directions from the priest, and simply prays, soaring past all the liturgical conventions of her age, boldly presenting her petition before her God without benefit of clergy. She uses her own words, her own voice, without intermediaries. Later, rabbis focus on Hannah as a model of authentic prayer, "the prayer of the heart," which eventually replaced sacrifice altogether. | | | |
| | | | | Eli has never seen anything like it. In charge of keeping order in the sanctuary, authorized to guard and guide the religious life of the people, he sees her only as a bag lady, a drunk, and reprimands her, accusing her of violating the decorum of the sacred place of worship. But Hannah is not intimidated by religious authority. She will not be confined by precedent. She is more attentive to her heart than to the hierarchy. She dismisses his charges and asserts her right to pray in her own way by laying out the pain of her life before the Lord. We can hardly miss the unprecedented daring of Hannah. This seemingly ordinary woman, with nothing to distinguish her but her longing, prays without a script, privately, silently. She steps out of the roles given her by her contemporaries and enters holy history in an extraordinary way. Her act is all the more extraordinary in that, by all accounts, she seems to be the first woman, perhaps even the first "ordinary person," | | | |
|