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It’s blockbuster season at the movie theaters, just as it is every summer.  During the rest of the year we watch a fair number of romantic comedies, with a musical or two thrown in.  We watch low-budget niche movies, movies with a message, movies that make us think.  But not in the summer; in the summer, we watch action movies. There is no thinking allowed. Summer is the time to watch things explode, to do battle with aliens, to link arms with superheroes.  It’s blockbuster time – from the Avengers to Prometheus to the Amazing Spider-Man to The Dark Knight Rises to The Bourne Legacy.

And in those movies the one trait that is most on display isn’t sensitivity or tenderness or patience – it’s courage.  We are drawn to men and women of courage, to people who are willing to put their lives on the line to rescue their friends and to save the world.  We admire the person who is willing to face his fears and do what he’s not sure he has it in him to do.  We applaud the individual who has the strength of heart and soul to do the tough thing because it’s the right thing.

Of course those kinds of stories are much more compelling when they’re true.  To be honest, I don’t find Spider-Man to be all that inspiring.  It’s a fun story; it’s a nice break from real life.  But if I want to see what courage really looks like, I need to see it lived out in real life.  That’s what we’re going to do this summer.  For the next 11 weeks we’re going to be studying the Old Testament book of 1 Samuel, and we’re going to be reading one story after another of men and women who exhibited tremendous courage under some extremely challenging circumstances.

Let me ask you this – could you use some courage in your life?  Of course.  And you need it every day.  In fact, that’s where we need courage the most – not in those once in a lifetime adventures we see at the movies, but in the day to day struggles of real life.  If you’re married, you need courage.  Sure, some days being married is pretty easy; some days marriage is the most fulfilling thing in the world.  But most days, marriage is tough, and most of us are hard-wired to take the path of least resistance.  We’d rather coast than confront.  One thing I almost always pray when I am giving the pastoral prayer at a wedding ceremony is this: “Lord, give this couple the courage to carry out their commitments.”  And I pray that because I know the one quality that couple is most going to need to make their relationship work is courage.  Think of it – they’ve just made a vow to be faithful to each other in sickness and in health, in poverty and in wealth, in good times and in bad.  That’s a pretty significant promise to make to another person, and it’s a promise that is going to put your courage to the test.

We have a friend we met at the gym; he’s in his 70’s.  He’s been married 40-plus years.  Over ten years ago his wife was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.  For the last 7 years she’s required 24 hour care.  He devotes most of his days to caring for her.  She never says thank you, and she never says “I love you;” she’s simply unable to communicate those feelings.  Now our friend is battling esophageal cancer on top of caring for his ailing wife.  He is one of the most courageous men I’ve ever met.  There’s no comic book about his life, no blockbuster movie, but there’s no doubt in my mind – the man is a true superhero.  If you’re married, if you’ve stayed married for any length of time, here’s what I know about you – you know something about courage.

Or what about being a parent – does it take courage to be a parent?  Of course it does.  One if my favorite TV commercials is the Subaru commercial where the father is giving driving instructions to his daughter.  It shows a four year old little girl in the driver’s seat while the dad reminds his girl about one safety rule after another.  Finally the little girl loses a bit of her patience and says, “Daddy, OK!”  Then in the next scene the four year old is suddenly a twenty year old, clearly old enough to know the rules of the road for herself.  But parents, let’s admit it – no matter how old our kids are, it takes courage to hand them the keys to the car and send them on down the road by themselves.  It takes courage to let them go.

And that’s the specific kind of courage we’re going to talk about this morning as we begin our study of 1st Samuel – the courage to let go.  The hero of this story is a woman by the name of Hannah, an ordinary woman with a remarkable heart.  Let’s push play and see what Hannah can teach us about courage.


The Courage To Not Give Up On God

Here’s a bit of the back story to what we read in 1st Samuel 1.  The people of Israel have been ruled by a series of judges for the last 400 years, and for the most part things have not gone very well for them.  The Book of Judges ends with these telling words: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.” (Judges 21:25)  It was a time of lawlessness and immorality and violence, a time when people gave very little thought to God’s ways or values.

Then we meet a man named Elkanah, a good man who unlike most of the people of Israel has a heart for God.  And then we come to this telling sentence: “He had two wives; one was called Hannah, and the other Peninnah.  Peninnah had children, but Hannah had none.” (1 Samuel 1:2)  Now that sentence makes most of us wonder, “What’s the deal?  Why does Elkanah, a man of God, have two wives?  Is the Bible saying that’s OK, that polygamy is acceptable?”  Let’s be honest about this – quite a few Old Testament characters, even those who were followers of God, practiced polygamy.  But the Bible is quite clear about this – that was not how God intended marriage to work.  It’s not his plan, and it’s not OK – just in case any of you were getting any ideas.

Now the text doesn’t explicitly tell us why Elkanah had two wives, but verse 2 is probably all the explanation we need – Hannah had no children.  In those days and in that culture the primary role of the wife was to have children.  What most likely happened is Elkanah married Hannah, found out she was unable to have kids, and so he tried over with Peninnah.  And I think it’s a safe assumption that Hannah didn’t feel very good about that.  I have to think that created a fair bit of tension between her and her husband.  Sure, she understood that that’s how things worked in their culture, that this wasn’t an unusual deal in those times.  But it still stung.  Now Elkanah tried to make it up to Hannah; here’s the text:

Whenever the day came for Elkanah to sacrifice, he would give portions of the meat to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters.  But to Hannah he gave a double portion because he loved her, and the Lord had closed her womb.  And because the Lord had closed her womb, her rival kept provoking her in order to irritate her.  This went on year after year.  Whenever Hannah went up to the house of the Lord, her rival provoked her till she wept and would not eat.  Elkanah her husband would say to her, “Hannah, why are you weeping? Why don’t you eat?  Why are you downhearted?  Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” (1 Samuel 1:4-8) 

Here’s the picture.  Elkanah takes the whole family out to Arby’s for a big meal.  He buys Peninnah and each of her kids a No. 1 – a regular-sized roast beef sandwich.  But notice what he does for Hannah.  To show her how much he loves her, he buys her a No. 3 – the Big Montana!  If that doesn’t say “I love you,” I don’t know what does.

OK, so Elkanah is no Romeo.  He loves Hannah dearly, but I don’t think he really gets just how much pain she’s in.  And Peninnah doesn’t help.  Day after day, year after year, Peninnah gets in her digs at Hannah, insulting her and provoking her, making sure that Hannah never forgets what she can’t do and what she doesn’t have.

Ever been through a time like that?  Ever been disappointed because of what you can’t do and what you don’t have?  You don’t have a job.  You don’t have a partner.  You don’t have a degree.  You’ve never had a father in your life.  You don’t have health insurance.  You don’t have transportation.  You can’t have children.  You can’t read.  You can’t run or jump.  There are things you very much want to do that you just can’t do and there are things you very much want to have that you just don’t have.  And everywhere you look you see people who have what you don’t and who can do what you can’t, and it makes you angry and it makes you sad and it makes you bitter.

Now what we usually tell people in church is this: “Don’t feel bitter.”  By the way, let me ask you this – does that ever help?  Have you ever been really down and had some well-meaning person try to help you out by telling you, “Don’t feel bad”?  That’s the advice Elkanah was giving his dear wife Hannah, and I don’t think it much helped her.  “Don’t feel sad Hannah – doesn’t being married to someone as wonderful as me make up for not having kids?”  I imagine that went over like a pregnant pole-vaulter.  It did not help Hannah to tell her not to feel bad about what she didn’t have and what she couldn’t do.  If anything, that just makes us feel guilty on top of our sadness.  What we hear when people tell us not to feel bad is that we’re being immature, that we’re not trusting God, that on top of everything else we must be spiritual pygmies.

Here’s what I want us to understand about this – it’s OK to feel badly about what you don’t have and what you can’t do.  There is such a thing as “good grief.”  In 2 Corinthians 7 Paul refers to what he calls “godly sorrow.”  There are times in each of our lives when it is perfectly appropriate to feel sad and disappointed.  For Hannah, this was one of those times.

But this is where Hannah’s courage comes into play, because Hannah does something with her sadness – she takes it to God.  Hannah has the courage to not give up on God.  Oh, she’s very angry with God.  She’s quite bitter about what she doesn’t have and what she can’t do.  But she doesn’t withdraw.  She doesn’t go into hiding.  She doesn’t walk away.  Instead she gets right up into God’s grill and lets God know just how she feels.  Notice how the writer tells Hannah’s story:

In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the Lord.  And she made a vow, saying, “O Lord Almighty, if you will only look upon your servant’s misery and remember me, and not forget your servant but give her a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all the days of his life, and no razor will ever be used on his head.”  As she kept on praying to the Lord, Eli observed her mouth.  Hannah was praying in her heart, and her lips were moving but her voice was not heard.  Eli thought she was drunk and said to her, “How long will you keep on getting drunk? Get rid of your wine.”

“Not so, my lord,” Hannah replied. “I am a woman who is deeply troubled.  I have not been drinking wine or beer; I have been pouring out my soul to the Lord.  Do not take your servant for a wicked woman; I have been praying here out of my great anguish and grief.” (1 Samuel 1:10-16)

Now we’ll come back to the vow Hannah made in her prayer in a bit, but what I want you to notice is the courage Hannah demonstrates by taking her grief to God.  Let me ask you – what is your normal reaction when you are in emotional pain?  I think most of us have the same response – we withdraw.  We withdraw from people, we withdraw from life, and we withdraw from God.  That’s certainly my default response; I just want to be left alone.  But to her credit, Hannah doesn’t do that.  Notice Hannah’s emotional state.  The text says “in bitterness of soul Hannah wept much”; it says she was “deeply troubled”; it says she was in “great anguish and grief.”  But rather than withdrawing, she took her bitterness and her anguish and her grief directly to God.  She let God know exactly how she was feeling. 

Moms, have you ever used this line on your kids: “Look in my eyes.”  I never liked to hear my Mom say that; I knew that if Mom wanted me to look her in the eyes, I was in for quite a discussion.  That’s how Hannah approached God.  Oh, she was respectful about it; she still addressed God as the Lord Almighty, still referred to herself as his servant.  But I still get the sense that Hannah’s approach was to say to her Heavenly Father, “Father, look in my eyes.  Do you see how miserable I am?  Do you see my pain?  Do you see what my knucklehead husband did to try to make me feel better – he bought me a Big Montana!  God, I am in terrible pain here and I can’t take this anymore.  So I’m coming to you for help.  I need you.  Please help me.”

When you read through the Bible you find a number of men and women who had the courage to take their bitterness and their hurt and their pain to God.  Read the Book of Job.  Read the Psalms.  Read Jeremiah.  Do you remember what Jesus said to his Father as he hung on the cross?  Quoting Psalm 22 Jesus said, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46)  It’s OK to bring your pain and your hurt and your doubts to God.  It takes courage to do that, to confront God with your questions, but it’s exactly what you need to do.  Because if you don’t, what it really means is that you’ve given up on God.  It means you don’t believe he cares, you don’t believe he’s interested.  Hannah had the courage to not give up on God.  She was angry at God and she was bitter and she was in terrible pain, but she had the courage to bring all those emotions directly to the person she knew in her heart loved her the most.  God’s love for you is big enough and strong enough to handle your anger and your hurt. Don’t give up on God.

The Courage To Give Up To God
And secondly, do give up to God.  This is where Hannah’s courage is really out of the ordinary.  We read her vow: “God, if you will give me a son, I will give him to you for the rest of his life.”  I’ve always wondered why Hannah made that promise.  I wish the text spelled it out for us, but it doesn’t, so we’re left to speculate.  My best guess is this – my best guess is that the Spirit of God prompted her to make this promise, that the Spirit put it on her heart to offer up her child to be used by God to fill a void of leadership in the nation of Israel.

I mentioned earlier that these were troubled times for Israel, that it was a time of significant immorality, that the people of Israel had drifted far from God.  The present spiritual leader of Israel was a priest named Eli, and we will see next week that Eli was falling down on the job miserably.  So it wasn’t just that Hannah needed a son; Israel needed a leader.  And God saw that the perfect leader for Israel was the son Hannah was asking him for.

Here’s what happens next.  Eli, once he understands that Hannah isn’t drunk but that’s she’s praying with great fervor, says to her, “Go in peace, and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of him.” (1 Samuel 1:17)  And in the course of time, as the author puts it, Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son, who she named Samuel.  Hannah has finally done what she couldn’t do; she finally has what she didn’t have.  She has a son.  And I imagine that she loved little Samuel like no other boy had ever been loved.  I imagine she cherished every moment with him, that she woke him up when he was sleeping to make sure he was still breathing, that she gave him every knick knack she could afford at Buy-Buy Baby.  And I imagine that the days and months zoomed by far more quickly than she expected.  The time had come for her to do what she had promised to do.

And while the text doesn’t indicate that there was any hesitation on her part, I have to think that she spent a few sleepless nights second-guessing herself.  And if she didn’t, I don’t doubt that Peninnah had a few things to say: “What kind of mother are you? What mother would give up her son, her only son, at such a tender age?  This is why you were barren for so many years – you don’t deserve to have a child!”  And here’s something else to consider – for all Hannah knows, this is the only child she’s ever going to have.  There is no indication that God has told Hannah, “Tell you what, you give me Samuel and I will give you a bunch more that you can keep at home.”  As far as Hannah knows, Samuel is her one and only – and she’s about to give him up to God.  And she does.  Here’s what we read:

After he was weaned, she took the boy with her, young as he was, along with a three year old bull, an ephah of flour and a skin of wine, and brought him to the house of the Lord at Shiloh.  When they had slaughtered the bull, they brought the boy to Eli, and she said to him, “As surely as you live, my lord, I am the woman who stood here beside you praying to the Lord. I prayed for this child, and the Lord has granted me what I asked of him.  So now I give him to the Lord.  For his whole life he will be given over to the Lord.” And he worshiped the Lord there. (1 Samuel 1:24-28)  
And that was it.  Hannah did exactly what she promised to do.  Oh, we read in chapter 2 that Hannah visited Samuel at the house of the Lord once a year, and that she brought him a new robe each time she did.  I’m sure they talked.  But Samuel never again slept under her roof or played in her yard.  She never got to put his drawings up on the refrigerator, never watched him play soccer, never helped him with his math.  From that day on, Samuel lived at the house of the Lord, raised by Eli the priest to serve God.  Chapter 2 also says this: “And the Lord was gracious to Hannah; she conceived and gave birth to three sons and two daughters.  Meanwhile, the boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the Lord.” (1 Samuel 2:21)  So, yes, Hannah did get the chance to raise more children, but somehow I don’t think that ever made giving up Samuel, her first-born, a bit easier.

Sometimes the greatest act of courage is to give up.  In fact that’s exactly what it takes to follow Jesus – courage, the courage to give up to God what we love the most.  Do you remember how Jesus put it?  “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters – yes, even his own life – he cannot be my disciple.  And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:26-27)   

Now I imagine you might be thinking something like this: “How does this relate to me?  I understand that I need to be willing to give up my kids to follow Jesus, but I don’t really see how that’s ever going to happen.”  Probably not.  And by the way, if any of you are tempted to drop your kids off at the front door of the church, let me stop you right there.  You really don’t want to give me that kind of responsibility.  But here’s one way to think of it.  All of us who are parents would love to be able to give our kids everything they need or want.  But we who follow Jesus have made a decision – as much as we love our kids, God comes first.  And as a tangible expression of that commitment, what do we do?  We give our tithes to God – 10 % of our income.  We take money that we could easily use on our kids, and we give it up to God.  Let’s say your child is 21 now.  And let’s say that for as long as your child has been alive, you’ve been tithing.  Just for some round numbers, let’s say you’ve given an average of $10,000 a year to the kingdom of God.  I know, for some of us that seems like an astronomical amount of money, but for others it’s actually on the low side.  So over 21 years, that adds up, doesn’t it?  That’s $210,000 you could have spent on your child – on their education, on a car, on travel, on clothes.  But instead, you had the courage to trust your child’s life to God, to trust that God would provide your child with what he or she really needed, and to give that money up to God so God could use that to grow his kingdom here on this earth.  And I say, “Well done.  Good for you.  May God reward you in every way for your courage and your faith and your obedience.”

Of course God doesn’t ask us to just give up 10% of our income to him; God asks us to give up everything to him.  And I don’t have to tell you that that takes more than a little guts; that takes real courage.  It takes courage to give God your possessions and your plans and your hopes and your dreams.  It takes courage to give ownership of all you are and have to God and to trust God to do what’s right and what’s best in your life.

A few years ago I sold our Jeep to my oldest daughter.  This was a car Brenda and I had bought together, had driven the kids around in, and had taken family vacations in.  But now we were giving it up.  So Stephanie and I went down to the DMV together and filled out the forms to transfer ownership of the Jeep from us to her.  Then, in front of the DMV clerk, I signed over our interest in the Jeep to Stephanie.  It was hers now. After all, she paid the price for it.  She could take it where she wanted when she wanted and I had no say in it.  She could drive it as fast or as slow as she wanted.  It was her responsibility.

That’s what Hannah did with her son Samuel – she signed him over to God’s care and responsibility.  And that’s what God asks us to do with our lives.  He asks us to sign ownership and responsibility for all we are and have to him, to trust him to care for us and to direct us and to do what’s best for us.  It’s not an easy thing to do.  It’s natural to want to hold on tight, to say “It’s mine.”  It’s my money, my car, my body.  But listen to this: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?  You are not your own; you were bought with a price. Therefore honor God with your body.” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20) God paid the price for us with the blood of his own Son.  We belong to him.  So let’s acknowledge that; let’s sign over our lives to God.  Sometimes the greatest act of courage is to give up.  Jesus gave up his life for us.  Let’s have the courage to give up ours for him.
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