
Building Community By Doing No Harm 

1 Samuel 1:1-15 

I’m not a doctor.  I haven’t even played one on TV!  But I have seen a few doctors over 

the years and I’m glad there’s such a thing as the Hippocratic Oath!  In the words of 

Wikipedia, the Oracle of All Knowledge, “The Hippocratic Oath is an oath historically taken 

by physicians. It is one of the most widely known of Greek medical texts. In its original 

form, it requires a new physician to swear, by a number of healing Gods, to uphold specific 

ethical standards. The Oath is the earliest expression of medical ethics in the Western 

world, establishing several principles of medical ethics which remain of paramount 

significance today. These include the principles of medical confidentiality and non-

maleficence.”1   

Non-maleficence?  What in the world is that?  Well non-maleficence is an important ethical 

principle – one that is perhaps best encapsulated in the Latin phrase primum non nocere 

– “first, do no harm.”  As I’ve said, this principle appears in the Hippocratic Oath in two 

general dictums. The first says, “I will use treatment to help the sick according to my ability 

and judgment, but never with a view to injury…”  Similarly, the other dictum says, “Into 

whatsoever houses I enter, I will enter to help the sick, and I will abstain from all intentional 

wrong-doing and harm.”2  This principle is further stated in the Hippocratic Corpus, a 

collection of about 60 ancient Greek medical texts associated with the physician 

Hippocrates.  There, the principle of non-maleficence appears in the following comment: 

"The physician must ... have two special objects in view with regard to disease, namely, 

to do good or to do no harm"3  I don’t know about you, but I’m glad my doctors have 

promised to do no harm whenever they are caring for my health! 

Yes, the principle of non-maleficence is an important ethical principle.  It even appears in 

the General Rules of the United Societies that John Wesley issued to the first members 

of the Methodist movement.  In those Rules, Wesley said, “There is only one condition 

previously required of those who desire admission into these societies: ‘a desire to flee 

from the wrath to come, and to be saved from their sins.’ But wherever this is really fixed 

in the soul it will be shown by its fruits. It is therefore expected of all who continue therein 

that they should continue to evidence their desire of salvation, First: By doing no harm, 

by avoiding evil of every kind…”4  Wesley then went on to list a variety of private and 

public evils that harm the individual soul as well as the soul of society at large. 

Of course, primum non nocere can’t stand on its own.  A person can do no harm but still 

do no good!  Likewise, a person can do good but also do harm in such a way that the 

good they do is cancelled out or overshadowed by the harm they commit.  So, the two 
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must go together to make a complete ethic.  And the two principles together are essential 

components in building healthy community, which is the topic of our current sermon 

series.  That’s why I spoke last week on the importance of helping others as an essential 

ingredient in the work of community building.  So today I want to focus on primum non 

nocere – the principle of non-maleficence – doing no harm – as another vital component 

of building a healthy community where people can grow and thrive in a climate of love 

and acceptance.  

Unfortunately, our text contains a story where maleficence, instead of non-maleficence, 

is on sad display.  It’s the story of a man named Elkanah and his two wives – Hannah 

and Peninnah.  Why two wives?  Well Hannah was barren, and in a world where children 

meant everything to the continuation of a family, Elkanah may have taken a second wife 

to perpetuation his line.  If that was the case, his expectations were realized, for Peninnah 

had many children, though Hannah remained barren, at least for a time. 

According to the story, Elkanah took his family yearly to the Tabernacle in Shiloh where 

he and they would worship the God of Israel.  As part of their worship, there would be 

sacrifices and feasts, and Elkanah would distribute food to his family. In doing this, he 

gave “…portions to his wife Peninnah and to all her sons and daughters; but to Hannah 

he gave a double portion, because he loved her…” (1 Sam. 1:4-5) You can imagine the 

jealousy that sprang from this arrangement.  So, the bible says, “(Peninnah) used to 

provoke (Hannah) severely, to irritate her, because the Lord had closed her womb.  So it 

went on year by year; as often as she went up to the house of the Lord, she used to 

provoker her.  Therefore Hannah wept and would not eat.” (1 Sam. 1:6-7) 

Here we see the first act of maleficence or malevolence – the spiteful, hateful, hostile, 

bitter, malicious, malignant, vicious and cruel treatment of poor Hannah by Peninnah; a 

treatment which shattered harmony in the family of Elkanah. 

Why is it that we sometimes choose to pick on others, especially the weak?  When I was 

in elementary school, a boy named Marty Schmeltz transferred into our class.  Marty had 

special needs. I’m not sure what they were, I was too young to know, but everyone knew 

that Marty was different.  If you asked Marty his name, he would dutifully repeat it: “My 

name is Marty Schmeltz.”  If you asked him again, he would repeat it again: “My name is 

Marty Schmeltz.”  If you asked him again, he would repeat it again, time and again, his 

voice rising with each repetition, until finally he was screaming his name: “My name is 

Marty Schmeltz!!!”   

Why did we do that?  It pains me to think of it today – especially now that I have a daughter 

with special needs.  We should have helped Marty adjust to his new surroundings.  We 

should have taken him under our wings and helped him navigate his new school.  At the 

very least, we should have done him no harm.  I’m sorry that we didn’t.  We were cruel, 

and I deeply regret it.   

Have you ever done anything of the like – not just as a child but as an adult?  Have you 

ever failed to do the good you knew to do and actually did some harm instead – and did 



it by intention?  Such intentional harm destroys families, friendships, and communities.  

Don’t do it!  Remember primum non nocere – first, do no harm!   

Back to our story.  When Elkanah saw Hannah weeping, he asked, “Hannah, why do you 

weep?  Why do you not eat?  Why is your heart sad? Am I not more to you than ten 

sons?”  If Peninnah was guilty of that intentional kind of cruelty that seeks to harm another, 

poor Elkanah is guilty here of that unintended kind of cruelty that we all sometimes commit 

when we say silly things that cut the heart of another. To his credit, he wanted to comfort 

his grieving wife, but he went about it the wrong way.  His questions weren’t bad, until he 

got to the last one. “Am I not more to you than ten sons?” he asked. 

No, Elkanah, you’re not!  Hannah might love you, she might even love you with all of her 

heart, but she is grieving over her own barrenness and over the treatment she is receiving 

from Peninnah.  This is not about you, Elkanah, so please don’t make it so.  You asked 

some good questions: “Hannah, why do you weep?  Why do you not eat?  Why is your 

heart sad?”  Why not just shut your mouth now and listen as Hannah weeps her heart out 

and tells you her sad story of barrenness and abuse?  Why not just wrap an arm around 

her and sit with her while she cries?  There’s more comfort in that, Elkanah, than in any 

silly attempt to comfort your wife by distracting her with yourself or with any other 

unrelated issue!  

Ah, but how many times have we played the part of old Elkanah? How many times have 

we done harm without even meaning to?  How many times have we dispensed well 

intended counsel or well-meaning advice only to see it hurt the very one we were trying 

to comfort or to help?  We say things like:   

• Everything happens for a reason. 

• Don’t worry, God is in control. It’ll be ok. 

• Remember, God won’t give you more than you can bear. 

• Maybe God’s trying to teach you something. 

• You still have so very much to be thankful for. 

• Don’t worry, time heals all things. 

• So, you lost this pregnancy; you can have another. 

• You lost this marriage, but you can wed again. 

• Or maybe worst of all: I know what you’re going through, I went through something 

similar myself.  Let me tell you all about it. 

None of these comments tends to bring comfort.  Wouldn’t it be better to ask some simple 

questions like “Why do you weep?  Why are you so sad?” and then simply sit, listen, and 

wrap an arm around a heaving shoulder?   Remember primum non nocere – first, do no 

harm – as you dispense you well-meaning comfort and assistance! 

Back again to our story.  After Hannah dried her tears and ate her meal, she went to the 

Tabernacle for prayer.  As she prayed in silence for a baby, the priest Eli observed her 

mouth moving in silent prayer and arrived at a hasty conclusion.  He assumed the worst 

about her and concluded that she was drunk.  And so he said, “‘How long will you make 



a drunken spectacle of yourself? Put away your wine.’  But Hannah answered, ‘No, my 

lord, I am a woman deeply troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have 

been pouring out my soul before the Lord.’” (1 Sam. 1:14-15) Now that’s a classic case 

of a cruel and hasty judgment if ever there was one.  Eli had just a little information and 

came to a false and a cruel conclusion as a consequence.  Have you ever done that?   

A few years ago, my wife Pamela and daughter Christina were shopping at a Walmart.  

As you may know, Christina has some special needs.  On this occasion, Christina had a 

little bit of money to spend and was trying to pick out some toy to purchase, but she 

couldn’t quite make up her mind.  After what seemed like an eternity of searching, she 

finally picked out some little something and then went with Pamela to the checkout 

counter.  While waiting in line, Christina changed her mind about her toy and asked to go 

back to the toy department to exchange the item for something else, but Pamela wouldn’t 

let her, given the time and their schedule.  At that point, Christina began to have an 

emotional meltdown; she got out of line, began to cry, and complained that she wasn’t 

loved.   

Observing all of this, the woman in front of Pamela concluded that Pamela had a spoiled 

child on her hands, so she literally yelled at Christina, told her to get back in line, and then 

told her to respect her mother!  It was a harsh, cruel, and hasty judgment, spilling over 

into unsolicited advice, that was inappropriate under any circumstance, but even more so 

in this particular case.  The woman’s action shattered Christina, upset her even more, 

and made Pamela feel like she, too, was being judged as a poor parent who couldn’t keep 

her bratty child literally in line! 

Hasty judgments are easy to make.  We’ve all made them.  We sometimes come to quick 

and cruel conclusions based on a sparsity of information and then act on those 

conclusions in ways that harm others.  The next time we’re tempted to come to some fast 

and negative conclusion about someone else, we need to remember primum non nocere 

– first, do no harm – and give the other person the benefit of the doubt.  How might things 

have been different had that woman turned to Pamela, smiled, and simply said, “Rough 

day?”  Christina might have settled down more quickly and Pamela might have gone 

home feeling cared for and supported instead of judged and demeaned.       

Primum non nocere – first, do no harm – is a good rule to follow in building a healthy 

community.  Abstaining from cruel acts, refraining from well intentioned but clumsy 

advice, avoiding quick and cruel conclusions, in these and in so many other ways we can 

practice the principle of primum non nocere. We can do no harm, and better still, we can 

do good by listening better, caring more, and assuming the best about others.  And so, in 

these ways we can become a people who actually build community in a world where so 

many are tearing community apart.  That would be an excellent vocation for the church in 

our current cultural context, don’t you think?  So, may it begin among us and spread to 

the world.  Do no harm!  Amen.   


