Chana's Prayer: From the Depths
Germantown Jewish Centre | Rosh Hashanah Day 1 Text Study
Rabbi Rebecca Richman

Guiding Questions
e What does “prayer” mean to you?

® What stands in the way of prayer? What pulls you in?

e What does Chana teach us about how to pray?

Rashi on Megillah 31a:9:2

The reason we read the story of Chana on
Rosh Hashana is because it was the day she
conceived [Shmuel the Prophet].

Story of Chana (Haftarah for Rosh Hashanah Day 1)

I Samuel 1:1-20

(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. (2) He had two wives, one
named Hannah and the other Peninnah; Peninnah had
children, but Hannah was childless.

(3) 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 Elj,
were priests of the LORD there. (4) One such day,
Elkanah offered a sacrifice. He used to give portions to
his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters;
(5) but to Hannah he would give one portion
only—though Hannah was his favorite—for the
LORD had closed her womb. (6) Moreover, her
rival, to make her miserable, would taunt her that the
LORD had closed her womb. (7) 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. (8) Her husband Elkanah said to
her, “Hannah, why are you crying and why aren’t you
eating? Why are you so sad? Am I not more devoted
to you than ten sons?”

(9) After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah
rose.—The priest Eli was sitting on the seat near the
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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.”
(12) 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! [ am a very unhappy
woman. | 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. Elkanah
knew his wife Hannah and the LORD remembered
her. (20) Hannah conceived, and at the turn of the

year bore a son. She named him Samuel, meaning, “I
asked the LORD for him.”
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® What reactions do you have to this story, and to Chana’s actions, in particular?

Rashi on I Samuel 1:13:1

Eili thought she was drunk. Because they
were not accustomed to praying silently.
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Rashi on I Samuel 1:15:1 WI”VCR K PRINY DY 0 wn

No, my lord. You are not master in this matter. You 723,717 7272 ANR 1IN KD 217X RY
have revealed that the Holy Spirit is not resting upon YINW POV 1MW WTIPN MO PRY TRy
you, otherwise you would have known that I am not :1 NDW CINW

intoxicated from wine.

Megillah 14a:4 TR T AR
The Sages taught in a baraita: Forty-eight prophets and seven 13107 0°Y2IN 1327110
prophetesses prophesied on behalf of the Jewish people, and NiN>11 ¥aw) 0°N°2)
they neither subtracted from nor added onto what is written N"?] ’?t_ﬁjp?’? D[I? IN2IN]
in the Torah, introducing no changes or additions to the mitzvot mn By 1nin N"?l nno
except for the reading of the Megilla, which they added as an Npnn YN 17in2 21n2v
obligation for all future generations. nom
Megillah 14a:13 AR T 19OAn
§ The Gemara asks with regard to the prophetesses recorded in the W 17271 18R NIN°2) VI
baraita: Who were the seven prophetesses? The Gemara 221N 137 77127 000
answers: Sarah, Miriam, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Huldah, TNONI 17N
and Esther.

e Why do you think the ancient rabbis considered Chana to be a prophetess?

Megillah 14a:18 %R T 199An
Hannah was a prophetess, as it is written: “And Hannah prayed and Y?’?Qljm 2°N2T 730
said, My heart rejoices in the Lord, my horn is exalted in the Lord” ol Y?S] TINM 730
(I Samuel 2:1), and her words were prophecy, in that she said: “My horn N2 °17p 7 N2
is exalted,” and not: My pitcher is exalted. As, with regard to David R K21 1R T
and Solomon, who were anointed with oil from a horn, their MY 717 °9D
kingship continued, whereas with regard to Saul and Jehu, who mWR1 112 INYRIY
were anointed with oil from a pitcher, their kingship did not NIT1?) PINW 109091
continue. So Hannah was a prophetess, as she prophesied that only those N7 792 IMwnIy
anointed with oil from a horn will merit that their kingships continue. faillalyisiviak
Megillah 14a:20

Hannah further said: “Neither is there any rock [tzur] like our 2R T 120

God” (I Samuel 2:1). This can be understood as saying that there is 778 PN IPIOND Y PN
no artist [tzayyar] like our God. How is He better than all other DY 179X 7% 0N 19N
artists? Man fashions a form upon a wall, but is unable to 2127 1°K) Pnian 23
endow it with breath and a soul, or fill it with innards and YR M0 A2 2 un?
intestines, whereas the Holy One, Blessed be He, fashions a ’?;1?_{ Dy °121 0°27P
form of a fetus inside the form of its mother, rather than on a flat 77X 7% KT 02 WTRa
surface, and endows it with breath and a soul and fills it with M7 A2 270m3 1738 7in2

innards and intestines. 0°Yn °121 027 MAUN
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What the Rabbis Want Us to Learn from Chana

Berakhot 31a:24

Perhaps one should make their voice heard
during prayer? It has already been made clear
by Chana “...and her voice was not heard...”
(Samuel I 1:13)

Berakhot 31a:27

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.

Berakhot 31b

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?

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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Berakhot 31b

As for the double language in the verse, “if you will look
upon [im rao tireh],” Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah said
before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, if You will look upon [ras] me now, fine, and
if not, in any case You will see [tireh].

It is said: “And Hannah spoke on her heart.” 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 I will
nurse with them.
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e Whatdo the rabbis want us to remember about Chana, and how are we to bring

her legacy to life through our own [prayer] lives?

Rosh Hashanah 11a:2

Rabbi Yehoshua says: on Rosh HaShana Sarah, Rachel, and

Hannah were remembered by God and conceived sons; on
Rosh HaShana Joseph came out from prison; on Rosh
HaShana our forefathers’slavery in Egypt ceased;
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e What does this rabbinic teaching suggest to us about the power of this day?

Tanya, Part One, The Book of the Average Men
331

...and it is the whole purpose of [a person] and the goal
of [their] creation, as well as of the creation of all the
worlds, both upper and lower, that God may have an
abode here below.
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e How do these teachings impact your vision of what it means to pray? How will
Chana’s story impact you during the rest of the High Holidays this year?
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