
                             
 
 

   
 

Our scripture reading today is from the book of 1 Samuel, chapter 2, verses 1-10. Listen now for the word of 
God… 
 
2 Hannah prayed and said, 
“My heart exults in the Lord; 
    my strength is exalted in my God.  
My mouth derides my enemies, 
    because I rejoice in my victory. 
2 “There is no Holy One like the Lord, 
    no one besides you; 
    there is no Rock like our God. 
3 Talk no more so very proudly, 
    let not arrogance come from your mouth; 
for the Lord is a God of knowledge, 
    and by him actions are weighed. 
4 The bows of the mighty are broken, 
    but the feeble gird on strength. 
5 Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread, 
    but those who were hungry are fat with spoil. 
The barren has borne seven, 
    but she who has many children is forlorn. 
6 The Lord kills and brings to life; 
    he brings down to Sheol and raises up. 
7 The Lord makes poor and makes rich; 
    he brings low, he also exalts. 
8 He raises up the poor from the dust; 
    he lifts the needy from the ash heap, 
to make them sit with princes 
    and inherit a seat of honor.  
For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s, 
    and on them he has set the world. 
9 “He will guard the feet of his faithful ones, 
    but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness; 
    for not by might does one prevail. 
10 The Lord! His adversaries shall be shattered; 
    the Most High will thunder in heaven. 
The Lord will judge the ends of the earth; 
    he will give strength to his king, 
    and exalt the power of his anointed.” 



   
 

 
I recently took a character survey online, at the suggestion of my therapist. By answering a series of questions, 
the survey results in 24 different characteristics placed in order from your strongest to your weakest; or really 
just in order of which of these characteristics comes most naturally to you. Because in reality, every person 
possesses all 24 of these character traits. However, we each have some more prominently than others and 
therefore some that come more easily to us than others, meaning that your top five are probably traits you are 
using without even realizing it. Gratitude is one of these 24 characteristics. The survey describes gratitude as 
“being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen; taking time to express thanks.” 
 
Our scripture reading today is a song of praise from Hannah who has given birth to her first child, Samuel.  
But because we start in the second chapter of 1 Samuel, we did not get the background on Hannah which may 
be helpful to understand why she is praying this hymn of praise to God, as it may not be totally obvious from 
the context. Hannah is a wife to Elkanah, and from scriptural context, likely his first and favorite wife even 
though she has not borne any children. His other wife, Peninnah, has borne several children and torments 
Hannah about this and the fact that her “womb is closed.”  
 
Hannah’s inability to have children has been a great source of suffering for her, and many who have struggled 
with fertility can relate to this because the inability to conceive or carry a pregnancy to term can be deeply 
painful. The invisibility of infertility can add to its pain and consequently people often suffer in silence, and 
in some cases others minimize the pain of infertility because it is not something they can see and are unable 
to understand how painful it is for someone going through it.  Hannah’s husband, for example, loves her but 
simply cannot understand the way she is feeling.  
 
And to make matters worse for Hannah, in her ancient context, she would pay a social price for not being able 
to conceive. Elkanah was significantly older than Hannah and would die before her, and without children of 
her own to care for her she would be facing a life of poverty on the fringe of society when he passed. 
 
I can’t help but wonder where gratitude would be ranked on Hannah’s survey of 24 characteristics. This song 
of praise and thanksgiving is rather all-encompassing; it talks about more than her experience of infertility. It 
speaks to her understanding of who God is and the role God plays on a larger scale. 
 
But did this expression of praise, of gratitude, come easily to her? My guess is not. From what little we see of 
Hannah, she spent most of her relationship with God lamenting, asking, pleading for what she most desired. 
She was in mourning for that which should could not have and so did not have much reason to express 
gratitude. Hannah was so desperate for a child that she was willing to give him away to God. In chapter 1, 
verse 22, she says, “as soon as he is weaned, I will bring him, that he may appear in the presence of the Lord 
and remain there forever.”  This describes a sacrifice of her first and only child to God. 
 
This scripture in 1 Samuel, Hannah’s song, is lifted up as a great example of praise and thanksgiving and, in 
fact, is the model for Mary’s Magnificat in Luke. But does that mean it is an example of selfless praise, of 
perfect gratitude? Now that Hannah has found favor with God and is given the child she so desperately prayed 
for, it feels as though she is now hoping for her experience of suffering to be felt by those who had previously 
found favor, “the barren has borne 7, but she who has many is forlorn.”  
 
This sounds like a dig at Peninnah, the other wife who had tormented Hannah. As she is praising God, she’s 
hoping for despair for Peninnah; that’s not very selfless. Additionally, what seems like a selfless act of service 
of dedicating her first-born to God may actually be more complex with an underlying motive. Hannah does 



   
 

not simply desire a secure future for herself, but is offering up Samuel as a sacrifice to God in the hope that she 
will receive even more children in return. This does not seem all that selfless; this is not perfect gratitude, but 
it is human. 
 
As author Anne Lamott would say, “we and life are spectacularly flawed and complex.” We are imperfect, so to 
expect our actions to come without underlying motives at times would be unrealistic. And gratitude is a 
particularly complex thing, namely because it comes more easily to some than to others. It depends where it 
falls on your list of 24 characteristics. This means that we each have different understandings and 
expectations that surround gratitude, including where and how it should be shown. Most people don’t like 
feeling indebted to others so they reciprocate gratitude, but that feeling of obligation to express gratitude can 
make it feel less genuine. And for those for whom expressions of gratitude come easily, they can often feel 
taken for granted if they are constantly dolling out gratitude and receiving nothing in return.  
 
I sense that many of you can relate to this, especially with the holiday season fast approaching. Personally, I 
keep a list of people that I buy gifts for and each year it feels that my list grows because once I receive a gift 
from someone I feel as though I need to reciprocate next year, adding stress and pressure. And what about the 
day to day interactions with people giving and receiving compliments, or the etiquette of reciprocating thanks 
after receiving a gift? 
 
For those whom gratitude comes naturally, the immediate response is to write a thank you note; but that is 
not the case for everyone. I remember being given personalized stationary at a young age for this exact 
purpose, but my lack of desire and the imposed obligation from my parents to write thank you notes made me 
feel like I was inadequate or doing something wrong. But that’s not true. Over the years, writing thank you 
notes to show gratitude has become a regular thing for me, but that’s just not the case for everyone. We all give 
and receive and express gratitude differently and that is okay, but it’s also okay to acknowledge that these 
differences can make it feel awkward or even forced at times. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:18 tells us to, “give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for 
you.” It is easy to be thankful and express gratitude when things in life go right or go the way we hope they 
will. Hannah’s song takes place in such an instance. But what about the times when life is not going our way, 
when things seem to be falling apart, or we are struggling or in the midst of a really painful time? The 
scripture from Thessalonians says to give thanks in all circumstances, and that includes the hard times, when 
it is particularly difficult to do so. 
My only answer to you is practice.  We practice learning to play an instrument, we practice playing a sport, we 
practice for a dance or a show, we practice giving a sermon. And gratitude is something we can practice too. 
Practice will not make perfect, but practicing gratitude will begin in your heart and work its way into your 
behavior and actions. There are studies that show that gratitude tends to have a positive domino effect, for 
one’s mood and mental health and then reaches out in a positive way to those around you and essentially has 
a way of bringing people together. Gratitude is powerful. 
 
The word gratitude comes from the Latin gratia, which means “grace” or “graciousness”. So gratitude and grace 
belong together, they go hand in hand. To me this means that our practice of gratitude will always be met by 
God with grace.  
 
In this scripture, we are fortunate to see Hannah’s practice of gratitude, how she expresses thanks. This passage 
should be revered, not because it is an example of perfect, self-less gratitude, but because it is an honest 
expression of one woman’s practice of gratitude.  



   
 

 
Like Hannah, maybe gratitude does not come super easily for you. Maybe it does not fall in the top five or 
even the top ten of your 24 characteristics. But I promise you have the ability to express gratitude. But how do 
you give thanks? Do you write songs or poems, do you write letters or thank you notes, do you say it out loud 
or sing it, is it a silent expression, a whisper at night, is it something you do often or wish you did more? Anne 
Lamott tells us an expression of gratitude can be as simple as a one-word prayer, “Thanks.” 
 
Practicing gratitude looks different for every person; you cannot compare your practice to anyone else’s. But 
with this week being Thanksgiving, I encourage you to think about this and maybe find some time to practice 
gratitude. God will be gracious to you about it so remember to grant yourself grace, too. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


