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The story of St. Anne offers us a powerful contrast to the story of 
Eli’s family.  

As Jesus’ grandmother, she represents something important about 
how God works through apparent emptiness to bring forth life. 

If we understand her as the first Christians did, we see in her story, 
and that of her daughter Mary, a powerful representation of eternal 
realities. 

Understanding these stories can be difficult for us as modern 
people 

But lets see where we get to. 

We start with Eli and his family.  

Eli was a man of God serving in the temple, but his sons Hophni 
and Phinehas systematically abused their sacred office as priests. 

They mocked the sacrificial laws, taking meat before it was properly 
offered to God.  

They used intimidation tactics against worshippers who objected to 
their corrupt practices. 

Eli himself wasn’t evil like his sons, but he was complicit. His weak 
leadership enabled their corruption.  

This family dysfunction wasn’t just personal tragedy - it was a 
national disaster.  



When the ark was captured and Eli’s sons died, it represented 
divine judgment on corrupted worship.  

Israel under such poor leadership had lost its way 

They ended up using the ark superstitiously as a talisman. 

The ark’s capture wasn’t just military defeat, it was the 
consequence of trying to manipulate and control God. 

Eli’s sons embody what happens when human beings try to 
generate sacred life through their own power.  

Trying to make themselves fruitful through stolen divine 
prerogatives. 

This goes all the way back to Adam and the tree. 

But this pseudo-generative power produces only death and 
corruption.  

Their riches don’t become “fruitfulness” but are actually sterility 
disguised. 

Our contrast is in the story of Anne and Joachim  

This story first appears in early Christian writing from around 150 
AD.  

The story of Anne clearly echoes that of Hannah at Shiloh - indeed, 
the Hebrew name Hannah means Anne. 

Both women have deep anguish about their barrenness, both make 
vows concerning their future children, both receive angelic or divine 
assurance, and both, remarkably, and to their delight, give birth to 
children. 

Have you ever had the experience of reading a story in the Bible, or 
parts or features of a story, and thinking that you have read it 
somewhere else. 



This isn’t coincidence. Hebrew Scripture often operates through 
what scholars call “intertextuality” - stories deliberately echo and 
reinterpret earlier stories to create layers of meaning.  

The early Christians understood this too and used it. 

Scripture’s truth operates through meaning-making and theological 
reflection, not just historical fact. 

However, make no mistake, early Christians could distinguish 
poetry from fact when needed.  

As Paul says, in 1 Corinthians 15 “If Christ is not raised from the 
dead we are wasting our time.” 

So what is the underlying theme of this story to which we need to 
pay attention?  

It is clearly important, the use of the basic story, Hannah’s, in 
another context, Anne’s, indicates this.  

Our gospel reading can help us here. 

It tells of Jesus debating the Sadducees about marriage after death.  

Jesus explains to them the spiritual realities behind marriage. 

Early Christian writers, like Clement, understood this. He saw 
marriage as pointing to something eternal.  

He says in his second letter -  For the scripture says, "God made 
the human being male and female": the male is Christ, the female is 
the church… 

Marriage mirrors the mystical union between Christ and the Church 
that exists from the beginning. 

The creation in fact was made for the church! 



How amazing is that! 

Many feminine figures in Scripture and apocrypha - Mary, Hannah, 
Anne - represent the Church.  

In particular, the outcast women like Mary at the tomb, the barren 
women like Anne and Hannah and also of course the virgin who 
bore a son, Mary. 

How? In their emptiness they embody the Church.  

All they receive, is as a love gift from God. They have nothing, but 
are willing to become one with the living God.  

They portray the fundamental human condition before divine grace - 
our complete dependence on divine intervention. 

But the important insight is that this, emptiness isn’t a defect to be 
remedied but a necessary condition.  

This sacred emptiness makes space for the divine.  

We, like these woman, have nothing to offer God except our 
emptiness - what the Eastern fathers called kenosis or self-
emptying. 

Mary’s virginity becomes an icon of this - not lacking something that 
should be there, but maintaining the receptive space necessary for 
God’s own life to take root.  

Barrenness too becomes fruitfulness of a higher order - fertility that 
comes only through divine grace. 

This creates a striking contrast with Eli’s house.  

While Hannah and Anne embody a receptive emptiness that 
becomes fruitful through divine grace. 

Eli’s sons represent grasping fullness that is actually barren.  



They appear to have everything - priestly authority, access to the 
sacred - but they generate nothing life-giving. 

The early Christians understood something profound and 
remarkably forward looking.  

They articulated what we might call a feminist theology centuries 
before feminism existed.  

Rather than making Mary a unique moral example that other 
women must imitate - a very modern and simplistic reading. 

They saw Mary and other female figures as an icon of the Church 
based on their understanding of Genesis 1:27. 

Christ and the church is the eternal reality - the whole point of 
creation -  the bridegroom and the bride, of which all other marriage 
is a shadow. 
  
A cosmic love story. 

It was the entire church, male and female together, of which Mary, 
and other female figures, became an icon. 

This ancient vision actually offers a more egalitarian spirituality than 
many later interpretations about Mary in particular.  

It's not about individual female virtue but about the calling to the 
whole human community to be a creative force for healing and 
renewing. 

Mary’s strange and paradoxical  “virgin-mother” identity is meant to 
grab our attention. 

It represents the churches unlimited creative capacity - something 
new, open to entirely new possibilities. 

We all receive the gospel in our emptiness and then nurture new life 
in our “children” which are our works of love and sacrifice. 



Mary’s “let it be unto me according to your word” is an echo of the 
Church’s voice - the communal “yes” that allows God’s Word 
(Christ) to take flesh in the world. 

The feminine imagery here isn't about restricting women to passive 
roles, but about preserving something crucial about receptivity and 
birth-giving that applies to all Christians. 

Its not about individual moral performance, being “holy” through 
sexual abstinence.  

Everyone, men and women, participate in this mystery by receiving 
God’s grace and becoming agents of renewal in the world. 

The real barrenness isn’t the condition that lacks something, but the 
grasping condition that tries to be self-generating from stolen 
abundance. 

Like Eli’s sons, when we grasp for divine prerogatives, we cut 
ourselves off from divine life. 

We are called to sacred emptiness that makes space for God’s 
action - the receptive openness that allows divine life to take root 
and bear fruit through us.  

Anne’s story is a mirror of Mary’s story. The weird story of the 
Church. 

The communal person with whom God is madly in love and who 
God is wooing until final consummation at the end of time. Amen 


