Hannah’s Broken Heart, and Ours

I Samuel 1:1 -19
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...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. — 10 In her wretchedness, she prayed to the
Lord, weeping all the while. 11 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, I will dedicate him to the Lord for all the days of
his life; and no razor shall ever touch his head."
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As she kept on praying before the Lord, Eli watched her mouth. 13 Now Hannah was praying in
her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard. So Eli thought she was drunk. 14
Eli said to her, "How long will you make a drunken spectacle of yourself? Sober up!" 15 And
Hannah replied, "Oh no, my lord! I am a very unhappy woman. I have drunk no wine or other
strong drink, but I have been pouring out my heart to the Lord. 16 Do not take your maidservant
for a worthless woman; I have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and
distress." 17 "Then go in peace," said Eli, "and may the God of Israel grant you what you have
asked of Him." 18 She answered, "You are most kind to your handmaid." So the woman left, and
she ate, and was no longer downcast. 19 Early next morning they bowed low before the Lord, and
they went back home to Ramah.

Talmud Bavli, Brakhot 31a-b
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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
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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.
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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 halakha that one who sees in another
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an unseemly matter, he must reprimand him, is derived. “And Hannah answered and she said
no, my master, I am a woman of sorrowful spirit, and I have drunk neither wine nor liquor, but I
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.
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© ik¦ d̈ ,ix¦n§ `¨ c§ `M̈i`¦
!?ikFp
¦ `¨ gEx
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Some say another version of her response. She said to him, questioning: Aren’t you a master?
Aren’t the Divine Presence and Divine Spirit with you that you judged me to be guilty, and
you did not judge me to be innocent? Didn’t you know that I am a woman of distressed
spirit?
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With regard to Hannah’s explanation that “I have drunk neither wine nor liquor,” Rabbi Elazar
said: From here the halakha is derived that one who is suspected of something of which he is
not guilty cannot suffice merely with the personal knowledge of his innocence, but must inform
the one who suspects him that he is innocent and clear himself of suspicion...

`¨N ¤̀ ,cFr `Ÿle§ .Fqi§It§
© l ji
§ xS̈
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The verse continues: “And Eli answered and said: May you go in peace” (I Samuel 1:17). Rabbi
Elazar said: From here the halakha is derived that one who suspects another of something
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that he has not done, he must appease him. Moreover, the one who suspected him must bless
him, as Eli continued and offered Hannah a blessing, as it is stated: “And may the God of Israel
grant your request that you have asked of Him” (I Samuel 1:17).
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¨ W¤ mFin¦ :xf̈r̈§l ¤̀ iA¦ x© xn© `¨ ,zF`äv§ dË xn`Ÿ
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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, I 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 Blessed One created the world, there was no person who called
the Holy Blessed One ‘Lord of Hosts’ until Hannah came and called the Holy One ‘Lord of
Hosts.’ This is the first time in the Bible that God is referred to by this name.
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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?
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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?
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As for the double language in the verse, “if you will look upon [im raˆo reh],” Rabbi Elazar
said: Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, if You will look
upon [raˆo] me now, fine, and if not, in any case You will see [tireh].
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What was Hannah threatening? She said: I will go and seclude myself with another man before
Elkana, my husband. Since I secluded myself, they will force me to drink the sota water to
determine whether or not I have committed adultery. I will be found innocent, and since You
will not make Your Torah false [pelaster], I will bear children. With regards to a woman who is
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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).

On Prayer, Abraham Joshua Heschel, 1969
Prayer is meaningless unless it is subversive, unless it seeks to overthrow and to ruin the
pyramids of callousness, hatred, opportunism, falsehoods. The liturgical movement must
become a revolutionary movement, seeking to overthrow the forces that continue to destroy
the promise, the hope, the vision.

