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          1 Samuel 1:4-20, Mark 13:1-8

Not everything is “scalable”.  That is to say, not everything that works on a small scale works on a large scale.  A little cheesecake is wonderful—a whole cheesecake can kill you.  Consensus decision-making can be a wonderful tool in small groups, but it would be hard to elect a President of the United States by consensus.  Not everything that is true for us as individuals holds true for the world as a whole.  But some things do work this way.  Sometimes truth has a kind of fractal quality—the large-scale patterns mirror the small-scale patterns.  

The storytellers who crafted the narratives of the Hebrew Bible certainly knew this.  They told some great stories about individual men and women, their struggles, their journeys, their families.  Many of these stories are so well crafted, so well told that they continue to have the ring of truth today.  But these stories are not just about individual people.  These stories are scalable—they speak about communities, about nations as well.  They were told in order to tell the story of who we are together and what has been true for us as a community.

The story of Hannah begins the book of 1 Samuel, but 1 Samuel is part of a larger story about the lives of the Israelites once they ended their forty years in the desert, arrived in the land of Canaan and began to settle there.  At first, the only government they needed were judges who could arbitrate disputes.  But eventually that system fell apart.  The book of Judges ends with the statement, “At that time there was no king in Israel.  People did whatever they felt like doing.”  And where Judges ends, 1 Samuel begins.

Hannah is a woman without children, which in the culture of the time meant she was a woman without worth.  Peninah, her husband’s second wife, taunts her mercilessly and when she goes to the temple to pour her heart out to God, the priest accuses her of being drunk.  But Hannah’s sadness isn’t hers alone.  Her barrenness, her grief, is Israel’s barrenness and grief at this time in its history.  The systems, the patterns that had worked for them in the past are no longer working, but there is as of yet no new pattern, no new system to take its place.  There are no kings, no leaders in Israel.  Everyone is pulling in a different direction.

But Hannah’s prayers are answered—in the midst of her grief, when she reaches rock bottom, she opens her heart to God and makes a connection.  And at that moment, God begins something new.  The child that Hannah bears is not the new leader that Israel needs.  Samuel is not destined to be a king.  But he is the one who will anoint the king—first Saul and then David.  So Hannah’s story is not just a story of desolation, but also rather, a story of the beginning of the beginning of a new way.  A way that comes only when a woman at the end of her rope acknowledges her desperation and pours out her heart to God.

Hannah’s story is not hers alone.  The Bible is not just her biography.  It’s the biography of God’s people, so in a way, it’s our biography as well.  God is active, even in desperate and hopeless times, in a way that we don’t always see, but in a way that we can trust.  Hannah’s story is ultimately the story of birth, but we will miss the point if we move too quickly to the new solution.  Her story is about living in a time when the old way has ended and no new way has yet emerged.  It is not an easy place for her to be any more than it is an easy place for a group of people, a nation, a community, and a church to be.  But she acknowledges that is where she is, and she cries out to God from that place.  And that’s when the new thing begins.

So could it be that the first step towards hope is acknowledging that something has died, that something has ended?  That’s never easy to do, but it’s especially hard when we have no sense of what is next.  We’ll hold on to jobs, relationships, living situations that have ceased to be life giving long ago just so that we can avoid being without a job, without a relationship, outside of our comfort zone.  But if any of you have been in that situation in your life you know that it’s impossible to receive something new—or find a new way of being in an old situation--when you are spending all your energy convincing yourself and everyone around you ignoring the ending, the death that is obvious to all parties. 

The fact of the matter is it’s down right unpleasant to be in the in-between.  I went through a period of in-between time with my vocation.  I knew one path had come to an end for me, and while I trusted that I still was called to ministry, I had no sense of when and where God would use me.  No sense.  And during that time, I wasn’t calm and patient and prayerful.  I was antsy, agitated and frustrated.  I wanted to press fast-forward on the whole period.  I have a friend whose marriage has ended recently, and she’s in the same situation.  She knows that something new will emerge for her—some new relationship perhaps or some new way of being on her own.  But right now, she has no sense of what new thing will emerge in her life.  She only knows what’s ended, what isn’t alive any more.  And while she wishes she could fast forward to the place of new life that she trusts will emerge, she knows that it doesn’t work that way.  Somehow, the emptiness, the darkness, the sense of loss and grief that comes in these in-between times provides the place for God to plant a seed that will germinate and grow and eventually be born into the world.

There are stories throughout the Bible that help us to stay in that place.  I’m not sure why, but these stories often seem to be about women.  All of Israel is searching for God’s new direction, but it is Hannah who sits in the temple and cries out to God in that space.  And it is Hannah who conceives Samuel, the beginning of the beginning.  And so it is as well with Mary and Martha.  They are the ones who go to Jesus’ tomb after he dies on the cross.  The male disciples have fled—they were the more visible, the more identifiable followers of Jesus, and they know their lives might be at risk as well.  So the women are the ones who can stay in the grieving place.  They are the ones who can go to the tomb, and as a result, they are the ones who first hear the great, surprising news of the resurrection.

These women are our models, our teachers, in our personal lives and in our communal lives.  Their stories show us how God works.  My friend who is a hospital chaplain put it this way:  she used to think of grief as the end of a story, and that new things were possible once grief ends.  But she’s now come to believe exactly the opposite.  Grieving the loss of the old thing is where the new thing begins.  When we allow ourselves to pause in the place of emptiness and uncertainty, we become particularly receptive to God, open to the new life that God unfailingly brings.
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