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A Badder, Better Hannah

1.1 Shmuel 1

There was a man from Ramathaim of the Zuphites,
in the hill country of Ephraim, whose name was
Elkanah son of Jeroham son of Elihu son of Tohu
son of Zuph, an Ephraimite. He had two wives, one
named Hannah and the other Peninnah; Peninnah
had children, but Hannah was childless. This man
used to go up from his town every year to worship
and to offer sacrifice to the LORD of Hosts at
Shiloh.—Hophni and Phinehas, the two sons of Eli,
were priests of the LORD there. One such day,
Elkanah offered a sacrifice. He used to give
portions to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons
and daughters; but to Hannah he would give one
portion though Hannah was his favourite—for the
LORD had closed her womb. Moreover, her rival,
to make her miserable, would taunt her that the
LORD had closed her womb.

This happened year after year: Every time she
went up to the House of the LORD, the other
would taunt her, so that she wept and would not
eat. Her husband Elkanah said to her, “Hannah,
why are you crying and why aren’t you eating?
Why are you so sad? Am | not more devoted to
you than ten sons?”

After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah
rose. The priest Eli was sitting on the seat near the
doorpost of the temple of the LORD.— In her
wretchedness, she prayed to the LORD, weeping
all the while. And she made this vow: “O LORD of
Hosts, if You will look upon the suffering of Your
maidservant and will remember me and not forget
Your maidservant, and if You will grant Your
maidservant a male child, | will dedicate him to the
LORD for all the days of his life; and no razor shall
ever touch his head.”

As she kept on praying before the LORD, Eli
watched her mouth. Now Hannah was praying in
her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice could
not be heard. So Eli thought she was drunk. Eli said
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to her, “How long will you make a drunken
spectacle of yourself? Sober up!”

And Hannah replied, “Oh no, my lord! | am a very
unhappy woman. | have drunk no wine or other
strong drink, but | have been pouring out my heart
to the LORD. Do not take your maidservant for a
worthless woman; | have only been speaking all
this time out of my great anguish and distress.”

“Then go in peace,” said Eli, “and may the God of
Israel grant you what you have asked of Him.”

She answered, “You are most kind to your
handmaid.” So the woman left, and she ate, and
was no longer downcast.

Early next morning they bowed low before the
LORD, and they went back home to Ramah.
Elkanah knew his wife Hannah and the LORD
remembered her.
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2.Brachot 31 a

Rav Hamnuna said: How many significant halakhot can be
derived from these verses of the prayer of Hannah? As it says:
“And Hannah spoke in her heart, only her lips moved and her
voice could not be heard, so Eli thought her to be drunk” (I
Samuel 1:13). The Gemara elaborates: From that which is stated
here: “And Hannah spoke in her heart,” the halakha that one
who prays must focus his heart on his prayer is derived. And
from that which is stated here: “Only her lips moved,” the
halakha that one who prays must enunciate the words with his
lips, not only contemplate them in his heart, is derived. From
that which is written here: “And her voice could not be heard,”
the halakha that one is forbidden to raise his voice in his Amida
prayer as it must be recited silently. From the continuation of the
verse here: “So Eli thought her to be drunk,” the halakha that a
drunk person is forbidden to pray. That is why he rebuked her.

On the subject of Eli’s rebuke of Hannah, as it is stated: “And Eli
said to her: How long will you remain drunk? Remove your wine
from yourself” (I Samuel 1:14); Rabbi Elazar said: From here the
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halakha that one who sees in another

31b

an unseemly matter, he must reprimand him, is derived. “And
Hannah answered and she said no, my master, | am a woman of
sorrowful spirit, and | have drunk neither wine nor liquor, but |
pour out my soul before the Lord” (I Samuel 1:15). Regarding the
words: “No, my master,” Ulla, and some say Rabbi Yosei, son of
Rabbi Hanina, said that she said to him, in an allusion: With
regard to this matter, you are not a master, and the Divine
Spirit does not rest upon you, as you falsely suspect me of
this...

Incidental to this discussion of Hannah’s prayer, the Gemara
explores related topics. In her prayer, Hannah said: “And she
swore an oath and said, Lord of Hosts [Tzeva’'ot] if You will
indeed look upon the affliction of Your maidservant and
remember me, and not forget Your maidservant and will give
Your maidservant a male child, | will give him to the Lord all the
days of his life, and there shall be no razor come upon his head”
(I Samuel 1:11). Rabbi Elazar said: From the day that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, created His world, there was no person
who called the Holy One, Blessed be He, Lord of Hosts until
Hannah came and called Him Lord of Hosts. This is the first time
in the Bible that God is referred to by this name.

Rabbi Elazar explains that Hannah said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, are You not the Lord of
the Hosts, and of all of the hosts and hosts of creations that You
created in Your world, is it difficult in Your eyes to grant me one
son?

The Gemara suggests a parable: To what is this similar? It is
similar to a flesh and blood king who made a feast for his
servants. A poor person came and stood at the door. He said to
them: Give me one slice of bread! And they paid him no
attention. He pushed and entered before the king. He said to
him: My lord, the King, from this entire feast that you have
prepared, is it so difficult in your eyes to give me a single slice
of bread?

As for the double language in the verse, “if you will look upon
[im ra’o tireh],” Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah said before the Holy
One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, if You will look
upon [ra’c] me now, fine, and if not, in any case You will
see(tireh].
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What was Hannah threatening? She said: | will go and seclude
myself with another man before Elkana, my husband. Since |
secluded myself, they will force me to drink the sota water to
determine whether or not | have committed adultery. | will be
found innocent, and since You will not make Your Torah false
[pelaster], | will bear children. With regards to a woman who is
falsely suspected of adultery and drank the sota water, the Torah
says: “And if the woman was not defiled, but was pure, then she
shall be acquitted and she shall conceive” (Numbers 5:28)...

According to Rabbi Akiva’s explanation, what is derived from the
double language uttered by Hannah: Im ra’o tireh? The Torah
spoke in the language of men, meaning that this double
language is not extraordinary and nothing may be derived from
it. It is common biblical vernacular.

In the oath/prayer uttered by Hannah, she refers to herself as
“Your servant” [amatekha] three times: “The affliction of Your
maidservant...and not forget Your maidservant and will give
Your maidservant” (I Samuel 1:11).

Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Hanina, said: Why are these three
maidservants [amatot] cited in the verse? They are cited to
teach that Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He:
Master of the Universe, You have created three crucibles
potentially leading to death in a woman, where she is
particularly vulnerable. Alternatively, some say: Master of the
Universe, You have created three accelerants of death in a
woman. They are mitzvot that, as a rule, pertain to women:
Observing the halakhot of a menstruating woman, separating
halla from dough,and lighting Shabbat candles. Have | ever
violated one of them? Hannah attests to her status as God’s
maidservant [ama]. The reference to these three mitzvot is
drawn from the etymological similarity between amatekha, your
maidservant, and mita, death...

... The Gemara continues to deal with Hannah’s prayer. It is
said:“And Hannah spoke on her heart.” Several interpretations
are offered to explain her use of the phrase “on her heart”
instead of the common phrase to her heart (Maharsha). Rabbi
Elazar said in the name of Rabbi Yosei ben Zimra: Hannah spoke
to God concerning matters of her heart. She said before Him:
Master of the Universe, of all the organs You created in a
woman, You have not created one in vain. Every organ fulfills its
purpose; eyes to see, ears to hear, a nose to smell, a mouth to
speak, hands with which to perform labor, feet with which to
walk, breasts with which to nurse. If so, these breasts that You
placed upon my heart, to what purpose did You place them?
Was it not in order to nurse with them? Grant me a son and |
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will nurse with them...

... After explaining the uncommon expression, on her heart, the
Gemara cites an additional statement in the matter of Hannah.
And Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah hurled words at God on High. As
it is stated: “And she prayed onto the Lord,” as opposed to the
common phrase: To the Lord. This teaches that she spoke
impertinently toward on High.

And on a similar note, Rabbi Elazar said that Elijah hurled words
at God on High as well in his prayer at Mount Carmel, as it is
stated: “Answer me, Lord, answer me, that this people will know
that You are the Lord, God, and You have turned their hearts
backward” (I Kings 18:37), claiming that God caused Israel to
sin. On this topic, Rabbi Shmuel bar Rabbi Yitzhak said: From
where do we know that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
ultimately conceded to Elijah that he was correct?

!
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Line of argument God’s attribute

Tactic

Introduction

Sets the scene for Hannah as a
teacher of not only prayer but
also ethics

1. Hashem Tzevaot You are generous and

abundant

where is your generosity and
abundance where I'm
concerned?

2. Sota threat Your Torah is pure

I’'m going to exploit a loophole
because | know you will want
to keep it pure

You are just

Where’s the reward for my

3. Amata goodness?

4. Breasts You created things with a show me the purpose of my
purpose organs

Epilogue Hurled words at God. Barrage

rather than address.
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3. E-mail from a friend, Autumn 2012

| remember a heartbreaking Devorah Baron story | read years ago about a young woman in a shtetl
who couldn't have children. Her husband didn't care, loved her and was happy with just her, and she
had a reasonable level of comfort and status there, but she just faded away wanting and wanting and
wishing to be like the other women in the village because that was really what women were for
there. Channa without the miracle, really...

On the subject of Channa, Rosh HaShanna was dreadful. It seemed designed to be insensitive.
Channa and Sarah, both! And Rachel crying for her children! And endless divrei torah and
Artscrollisms about the symbolism etc. | have never had a clearer understanding of why Elkanah
doesn't deserve to have the story from his point of view, why the emphasis shifts to Channa, after his
'Am | not better to you than ten children?' line. He had no idea.

4. Abraham Joshua Heschel; The Call of Transcendence

Shai Held

There was, for Menahem Mendl| [The Kotzke Rebbe], “only one way to survive: to be Holy in
challenging God, to pray militantly, to worship heroically.” His approach was “to protest, to
contradict, to reject in the name of higher visions.”

5. Bereishit 18:25

Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring nonas '—‘.ﬁ 9| ﬂWUD -[b 7]7‘7ﬂ
death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, cTeoTT 3
so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it ﬂ‘?}?f] ymlé |7 J 3; _I’_ﬂ SJWW Qy 7’73
from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth NG W?D Ay N’? ~r~ N'i ’73 DDW'{ -Ib
deal justly?” e EEm

6. The Purpose of this World
Yehoshua November (From his first volume God’s Optimism)

When some Jews cannot explain the sorrow of their lives
they take a vow of atheism.

Then everywhere they go,

they curse the God they don’t believe exists.

But why, why don’t they grab Him by the lapels,

pull His formless body down into this lowly world,

and make Him explain.

After all, this is the purpose of creation—

to make this coarse realm a dwelling place

for His presence.


https://www.amazon.com/Gods-Optimism-Yehoshua-November/dp/1599482649/ref=asap_bc?ie=UTF8
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