
“Better To Light One Candle” 
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based on 1Samuel 1:4-20 
 
I feel that this is one of the most painful scriptures in the Bible.  It’s fraught with 
torturous questions about God, about gender, and child-rearing, and petitionary 
prayers.  And it all springs from the most basic yearning in the world.  As basic as 
a vessel longing to be filled.  That longing pervades the following poem by 
Andrea Potos.  
 
To My Still-Unconceived Daughter 
 
My relatives ask me why 
I am taking so long 
To have you, they don’t know 
That each week I name you – Arista, 
Helena, Penelope – 
 
How I see you in the nook of my arm, 
Your dark curls damp on my skin, 
How I buy dolls and explain 
They’re for me – the African doll 
With black braids, hand-painted lips, 
The rag doll with red yarn hair, fleecy green 
Pajamas, silk stitched mouth – 
They are part of the widening circle 
On my bed, with the honeyed bear, softer 
Than pillows, I tuck under my arm at night – 
Placeholders 
Until the day I recall you from reverie, 
Until I am large enough  
To contain you, to bear love’s pressure 
On the walls of my heart. 
 
“… to bear love’s pressure on the walls of my heart.” 
 
Some pain in life recedes with time. This pain is one that may actually increase 
as the years go by.  Who can understand ? 
 
Few.  Certainly not Hannah’s husband, Elkanah.  Old Elkanah honestly thought 
he was offering Hannah a word of encouragement when he said, “ Hannah, why 
do you weep, why do you not eat, why is your heart sad?  Am I not more to you 
than ten sons?” 
 



But it seems he didn’t have a clue.  Such love IS or should be enough on a 
wedding day, but sometimes even the greatest love looks beyond itself, and quite 
naturally.   
 
Here’s a story told by a modern day Hannah  -- a woman named Megan from 
Massachusetts.   
 
“It looks like you’re headed toward in-vitro fertilization,” our reproductive 
endocrinologist said after another month of unsuccessful treatments.  Three 
years of trying and failing to conceive a child was weighing heavily on my 
husband and me, and on our marriage.   
 
As the doctor described the next round of treatments, I felt a familiar knot form in 
my throat.  The injected medicines I’d taken so far had caused terrible 
headaches.  To me the doctor’s words meant more injections, more hormones, 
more bloating, more headaches.  I saw myself twelve weeks in the future, curled 
up in a little ball on our bed, crying after another failed attempt.  
 
I told the doctor I didn’t understand what wasn’t working, that my husband and I 
were both healthy.  She said again that 15% of infertility is unexplained. My 
husband listened seriously, nodded his head and said, “I understand.” 
 
The doctor handed my husband a lab slip. “This is for you,” she said.  “We need 
you to get some blood work done in order to have the treatments approved by 
your insurance.   
 
Wordlessly we walked to the lab.  While my husband had his blood drawn, I sat 
in the waiting room and imagined the lab technician wiping his arm with alcohol 
and tying a tourniquet around it.  “Just a little stick,” she’d say.  “You won’t feel a 
thing.” 
 
“Please,” I whispered. “Please let him feel some pain.”  (Megan Mistry, 
Northaptom, Mass.  in THE SUN) 
 
To his credit, Hannah’s husband, Elkanah, is saying here that he sees women as 
more than just vessels for childbearing when he asks if he isn’t more to her than 
many little children.  Love is something he and Hannah share. Not rare in the 
ancient world, but not evidenced everywhere, either.  
 
What he doesn’t acknowledge here is that he is a rich man who can afford more 
than one wife.  He has one who has already given him children and he also has 
one that he loves, Hannah.  His needs are mostly met, but not Hannah’s.   
 
Later, in the sanctuary of the Lord, Eli, the great judge in Israel, sees Hannah’s 
lips moving but no words are coming out.   



He takes her for a drunken woman, adding insult to her injury. But she is praying. 
She is praying “in a zone,” we might say today.  With all her heart and soul.   
It’s the most essential kind of prayer there is.     
 
Frederick Buechner sums that kind of praying up better than anyone. He says … 
 
Prayer is the sound made by our deepest aloneness. People pray because they 
cannot help it.  Prayer is not for the wise, not for the prudent, not for the 
sophisticated.  Instead it is for those who recognize that in the face of their 
deepest needs, all their wisdom is quite helpless.  It is for those who are willing to 
persist in doing something that is both childish and crucial. 
 
And then Hannah has a baby.  It’s almost too simple for comfort.  Too simple for 
those who pray and pray and  . . . nothing. The child is called, Samuel.  His name 
means, “borrowed from God.”  
 
Borrowed from God. That’s kind of perfect.  Hannah receives Samuel as a gift 
and then turns around and, for all intents and purposes, lends him back. To seal 
this, she returns to the sanctuary with offerings and sacrifices. It is then that she 
dedicates his life to God. 
 
The next part sounds rather exotic.  A child who leaves his mother and goes to 
be raised by a man in a temple like some reincarnated Tibetan Lama.  But, in a 
way, all children exist separate from their parents.  Remember how Barbara 
Kingsolver puts it: “To have a child is to have your heart go running around 
outside of your body.” 
 
In that spirit, the story of Hannah reminds us that what is borrowed from God 
must be given back some day. In this way Hannah’s child is every child. When 
we baptize children we enact the truth measured out here.  We acknowledge that 
no child is a piece of property. All are gifts of God to be held in trust.   
 
So, we are meant to learn from Hannah that the proper response to the gift of 
God ‘s grace is to give it back. Hannah knows that the child means more to the 
community than he could ever mean to her alone, and that is true of the lives of 
all of our children.   
 
In the past couple of years we have added a half dozen new babies to this 
community.  It’s a wonderful time.  Can you imagine what they will do for the 
world?  No you can’t.  That’s the thing about successive generations.  The next 
generation will do things that we will never understand, and rightfully.  That’s how 
God remolds the world when it looks like it might break apart.   
 
Will we do all we can to encourage them?  That is the vow we take as an 
extended family of God when some of them come forward to be baptized. 
 



Erma Bombeck once wrote: I SEE OUR CHILDREN AS KITES.  You spend a 
lifetime trying to get them off the ground. You run with them until you're both 
breathless... they crash...you add a longer tail... they hit the rooftop... you pluck 
them out of the spouting...you patch and comfort, adjust and teach.You watch 
them lifted by the wind and assure them that someday they'll fly. 
 
Finally, they're airborne, but they need more string and with each twist of the ball 
of twine, there is a sadness that goes with the joy, because the kite becomes 
more distant and somehow you know it won't be long before this beautiful 
creature will snap the lifeline binding you together and soar as it was meant to 
soar, free and alone. 
 
But this text from 1 Samuel is about more than children. It’s about anything we 
are tempted to hold too tightly to our breast -- anything we are unwilling to live 
without.  Nothing earthly can bear the pressure of being our all-in-all; nothing but 
God.  And what is God?  God is not a Santa Claus.  God, in the aggregate,  as 
understood in the Bible, is something like a great glowing abyss from which we 
can, over time, draw lasting meaning and purpose.  That’s the idea I want to offer 
you, anyway.   
 
Acknowledging all of that, let us not leave this study without giving Hannah her 
due. I mean, the Hannah we meet at the beginning of this story -- Hannah the 
empty,  Hannah the lonely -- Hannah who wants her short life to have meant 
something. 
 
Every Mother’s Day I think of her and all the women like her. It’s a very hard day 
for many women, as we acknowledge every year.   
 
Commenting on how hard Mother’s Day is for some, Biblical interpreter, Carol 
Bechtel says, “ Our children are gifts, not merit badges.  As we ‘rejoice with those 
who rejoice,” let us also ‘weep with those who weep.’ Let us not forget Hannah 
and all her sisters.” 
 
I want to close with a story of a modern day sister of Hannah and two men who 
understood.  It’s a true story, something witnessed by a man named Jack Fear. 
 
It’s the story of two people who could choose to curse God, the world, their lives, 
their fate, but who instead, find their own personal way to light one candle – to 
add an ounce of meaning to a hurting world.   
 
This happened the Wednesday before Christmas a couple of years ago.  We had 
just finished choir rehearsal at the church.  The decorations were already up – 
wreaths on the columns which had already filled the church with a smell of pine.  
In the sanctuary there was a big artificial Christmas tree. That was the drop-off 
spot for the “Toys For Tots” program and there was a small pile of presents 
under it.   



It was almost midnight and I was standing in the parking lot with a friend.  The 
other members of the choir had already gone home. We’d shut off the lights in 
the church and locked the front doors, but the side door by the chapel was 
always left unlocked.   
 
As my friend and I were talking, a red jeep 4x4 drove slowly into the parking lot.  
When the driver saw us he turned around and left.  This was strange and it 
worried me. Churches get vandalized. The door is always open in our church, 
and occasionally some alcoholic will stumble into the chapel to sleep it off or 
maybe to drink our communion wine and steal the altar service.  But the odd 
appraising drive by of an expensive SUV --- that gave me pause. 
 
My friend and I said nothing about it.  After we finished our conversation, we got 
into our cars, but I didn’t go home.  I circled the block and returned to the church.  
When I came back the jeep was parked by the chapel door. And the lights in the 
church were on.  I sat in my car for a little while feeling pretty nervous. Then I got 
up and went into the church.   
 
Expecting to take a bullet in the head at any minute, I went through the lower 
church, flipping on light switches, making a whole lot of noise so they’d know I 
was coming.  I didn’t want jumpy startled intruders on my hands.  Halfway up the 
stairs I found myself singing, “King of the Road” at a decent volume (don’t ask 
me why).  I rounded the bend at the top of the stairs and came out into the 
sacristy, and there, by the altar, I saw a man and a woman who I knew by sight 
as members of our parish.  From my spot in the choir I see everybody.  They 
were each holding white plastic shopping bags, and both of them were filled with 
new toys.  There had to have been at least five hundred dollars worth of stuff in 
those bags.  They were piling the toys under the artificial Christmas tree for the 
“Toys for Tot’s” Christmas program.   
 
The woman gave me an embarrassed half-smile and raised a finger to her lips. 
“Please she said,” not a word to anyone.” 
 
I nodded dumbly and left. 
 
This woman and her husband were in their late forties.  I knew a little about them.  
They had no children.  They never had children. Never could .  .  . There’s no 
punch line here: this is just something that happened. But when I got in my car 
and drove home, I was shaken.     
 
 Amen 


