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Hello, I am Joy Kasson. I’m so grateful to have been invited to make a few comments about the 

Haftorah passage today.  My husband, John, and I are new members of the Kehillah, and while I 

know a number of you, I do see a lot of unfamiliar faces in front of me. To introduce myself, I 

retired in 2015 after 44 years teaching American Studies and English at UNC.  I love to read and 

think about texts of all sorts.  I am far from being a scholar of Jewish literature, but I have a 

teacher’s desire to turn a text around in my mind, seeking out the smooth spots and the rough 

spots, and contemplating the ideas that result from doing so.   

 

In this spirit, I have looked closely at today’s passage from the book of Samuel, and of course 

I’ve thought about hearing/reading it in all kinds of contexts from the Reform Temple of my 

childhood in Highland Park, Illinois, to the services I attended for many years in Durham with 

our children, Peter and Laura.  The High Holidays always bring memories flooding back, and 

today is no exception. 

 

To be candid, the story of Hannah’s prayer and its outcome has always puzzled me.  Aspects of it 

are inspiring and easy for me to identify with; other aspects disturb me.  When Rabbi Jen asked 

me to share some thoughts about it, I thought that perhaps at last I could come to terms with my 

responses and arrive at a more satisfying way to relate to the story. 

 

Like today’s Torah portion, the story of Hannah raises searching questions about women’s role 

in Jewish history.  Both passages tell of a woman’s deep longing for a child, and her joy when 

her hopes are fulfilled.  In both passages, a woman experiences conflict with another woman 

over issues of love and loyalty to husband and children.  While I find the historical facts of 

polygamy strange in this day and age, I can certainly relate to Sarah’s fear that her son Isaac is 

being corrupted by his half-brother, Ishmael, to Hagar’s suffering when she is unable to keep her 

son safe, and to Hannah’s despair at the bullying she receives at the hands of Peninah.  These are 

all strong emotions, and today’s readings remind us that our shared history is one of personal, 

domestic travails as well as public ones  like war, leadership contests, and religious self-

definition.  They also show that women’s voices and women’s concerns are central to that 

history.  Both of these women took action, and those actions helped to define the history of the 

Jewish people. 

 

To stay with the story of Hannah, I see several important themes at work here.  Hannah wishes 

for a child, not only for her own satisfaction, but to serve her people: she vows that if a son is 

born to her, she will “give him to the Lord all the days of his life.”  Furthermore, Hannah makes 

this pledge in what we find is a daring way: she goes to the Temple alone, and she prays in a 

manner that is so surprising that the priest, Eli, thinks she is a drunkard.  Furthermore, when he 

berates her, she does not meekly apologize or mutely slip away, but rather she talks back, 

defending herself and insisting on her point of view.  “Do not take your servant for a wicked 

woman. All this time I have been speaking out of my abundant sorrow and torment.”  Because 

she stood up for herself, Eli offers his blessing:  “Go in peace; and may the God of Israel grant 

your request.”  As we remember, she does conceive and give birth to a son, and she does bring 



him to the Temple after he is weaned to fulfil her promise.  This story has always seemed to me 

an inspiring one, not only because of her yearning and its fulfilment, but also because of her 

active role in bringing it about.  Some commentaries remark that her silent prayer became a 

model for Jewish custom, as in the Amidah. 

 

But, just when I can read the story of Hannah in such a satisfying light, I am confronted with the 

final passage, Hannah’s song of triumph.  Here the prose-like storytelling gives way to a poetic 

form, something that resembles a song, or prophecy.  And the speaker of this song (presumably 

Hannah) speaks not only of her own happiness but of the “immeasurable” deeds of the Eternal, 

vanquishing foes, shattering warrior’s bows, dispensing poverty and wealth, casting down and 

lifting up.  It becomes more personal when she seems to imply that the erstwhile bully Peninah 

now finds herself bereaved, her children dead.  Does Hannah gloat over her rival’s misfortune?  

To the extent that the passage tells this story, I find it very hard to bear.  Why should the tender 

wish to bear a child suddenly become the wish to rip another’s child from her arms?   

 

But on reflection, preparing for today’s service, I find another way of thinking about this 

passage. Although it mentions “the barren woman” and “the mother of many,” it is not primarily 

a statement about individual people.  Rather, it is an eloquent assertion of the glory of God. This 

passage marks the transition between the opening story of Samuel’s birth, a story that centers on 

his mother and her pious determination, and the rest of the book, which is an account of his life 

as a prophet and the establishment of kingship under first Saul then David. Like the books of the 

prophets that follow, this account explores the tensions between the development of a powerful 

nation and the demands of the covenant with God, between politics and religion.  Hannah’s song 

of triumph is one of a number of memorable tributes to God’s glory that erupt throughout the 

Torah and Haftorah.  Think of Moses’ song after the crossing of the Red Sea: 

 

I will sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously; 

Horse and driver He has hurled into the sea. 

The Lord is my strength and might 

 

(Exodus 15) 

 

Or David’s song after he has been saved from the hands of Saul 

 

O Lord, my crag, my fastness, my deliverer! 

O God, the rock wherein I take shelter 

My shield, my mighty champion, my fortress and refuge 

My savior, You who rescue me from violence! 

 

(Samuel II 22) 

 

Hannah prays in this tradition, one of the few women to do so.  Miriam’s song, Exodus 15, is a 

short two lines, repeating the first two lines of Moses’ song. In the passage which we read today, 

a woman gives full throat to a prophetic song of praise for the Almighty. Despite the apparent 

occasion, her triumph over Peninah, what is important here is her vision of an all-mighty Lord, 

“There is no rock like our God.”   



 

As we used to say when I was younger, the personal is political. As I reflect on today’s Haftorah 

passage with its puzzling two parts, I now see a deeply meaningful connection between personal 

and community values, between a story of longing satisfied and an affirmation of the beliefs that 

hold the Jewish people together.  And, in this passage chosen for our contemplation on this most 

important of days, we pay our respects to a woman who transcended her expected role, made 

possible a new era in Jewish history, and earned the right to sing God’s praises with kings and 

prophets. 

 


