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--- 

[opening prayer] 

--- 

Today's OT reading from Genesis has many stories within the story. 

There are a hundred sermons inside this one passage, because we could look 
at the events through the eyes of Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, or one of the 
children, Isaac or Ishmael. 

But one thing that this story definitely does, is that it highlights the stark 
reality of what it was to be a woman in biblical times. 

The story of Sarah and Hagar -- both who bore sons of Abraham -- can seem at 
first to be harsh, and distant from our own cultural norms: 

and yet, I'm not so sure that it is as foreign to us as it first appears. 

 

But before we dive into today's reading, let's take a step back and remember what 
led up to this scene: 

Many of you might know the story that appears a couple of chapters earlier 
in the book of Genesis: 

Sarah was childless, believed to be a "barren woman." 

And when Sarah and Abraham are already quite advanced in years, the Lord 
appears to Abraham -- in the form of the three angels, by the oaks of Mamre 
-- and after Abraham has shown them lovely hospitality, they tell Abraham 
that in her old age, Sarah will bear a son. 

And Sarah, who is eavesdropping, lets out an ironic laugh. 

Like most of us would, she was probably thinking, 

"Hah! Yeah right. I'm an old woman!  What a ridiculous 
notion that I would bear a child at my age!" 



And God reminds Abraham and Sarah that NOTHING is too wonderful for 
the LORD... and when the Lord asks WHY she laughed, 

Sarah denies it, saying, " 'I did not laugh'; for she was afraid. And 
God says, 'Oh yes, you did laugh.' " 

So even though Sarah's behavior is a little SASSY, [*My kids would get a time out!*] 

God nonetheless gives her what she has dreamed of, the thing she most 
desired, and what seemed impossible: a son. 

 

But Sarah never thought that she would be able to bear children. 

So, before she had Isaac, it was her idea that Abraham should sire a child 
through their Egyptian slave girl, Hagar. 

Now, I'm not going to dwell too much on this part of the story, and 
there are certainly a lot of empty spaces in the narrative. 

But given my social location in this world, I often read scripture from 
the bottom up, and try to fill in the gaps based on my own 
experiences, and with my own understanding of how power dynamics 
in the world work. 

And I think we, in this church today, are worldly enough to know 
what life was probably like for Hagar: 

this relationship between Hagar the servant and Abraham was 
neither egalitarian, nor consensual. 

But despite that, we also get the impression from today's reading that 
Abraham did care for her, and for their son, since he does NOT want 
to cast them out into the wilderness, as Sarah has demanded that he 
do. 

Nonetheless, I feel the need to pause for a moment and acknowledge 
the lack of choice and agency that many, if not MOST, of our 
foremothers had to face. 

It's important for us to lift up Hagar as a survivor: a strong 
woman who persevered, much in the way that some of our 



grandmothers and great-grandmothers did in the not-so-distant 
past: most especially those of us of African descent. 

I found some artwork -- a few images and icons -- depicting these 
biblical characters, and you probably won't be shocked to hear that 
most of them include very European-looking images: 

including the images of Hagar, who we know was from North 
Africa. 

And so, I wanted to share with you that in my mind's eye, I'm envisioning 
Hagar as a strong, beautiful, courageous, Black woman. 

[I'm just gonna leave that right there.] 

*** 

So, in the chapter that we read this week, we see that Isaac -- the son of Sarah and 
Abraham -- has been weaned, and to celebrate him becoming a "big boy," they are 
preparing for a party for him. 

And Sarah sees him playing with his half-brother, Ishmael, the son of Hagar. 

Now, in this passage, Ishmael's name is never spoken, but I promise I'll get 
to the issue of his name in a couple minutes. 

 

And Sarah shouts to Abraham, "Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the 
son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac." 

So once again, we see Sarah in a, shall we say, less-than-flattering light, to 
put it mildly. 

 

And Father Abraham is very upset about the prospect of tossing them out into the 
wilderness. 

But God INTERVENES, and tells Abraham not to worry. 

God reassures him, telling him that while Isaac will be the start of 
Abraham’s long line of descendants in the tribes of Israel... 

the other child, Ishmael, with ALSO be the father of a great nation, which 
Muslim tradition teaches are the tribes of Islam. 



Isaac's descendants become Israel, 

Ishmael descendants become Islam. 

God will care for them BOTH. 

GOD INTERVENES in Abraham’s moment of distress, in his 
spiritual crisis, and tells him, "Don't worry. I got this. I'll 
protect your two sons." 

So Abraham sends them away… with a little bread, and one skin of water. 

*** 

Now, as I said at the beginning, this story probably seems barbaric to many of us: a 
long way off, a total deviation from our modern-day cultural norms. 

But thinking about this broadly  

-- in the sense that ALL of the children in our community are made in 
the image of God, and that ALL of the children in our community are 
at least partially our responsibility --  

how many of us have had to watch our children die?  

Now, I have literally watched a child of my own die -- many years 
ago -- and I suspect that some of you may have experienced this 
heartbreak too. 

Our lost children weren't under a bush in the wilderness like 
Ishmael; but nonetheless, we know something about this, and 
what it is like. 

And without diminishing the pain that I have felt, or that some of YOU have felt, at 
having to bury a child, 

for the purpose of this discussion, we don't need to focus exclusively on our 
OWN flesh-and-blood children: 

We -- all of us, to varying degrees -- have watched our children die, even 
when they aren't necessarily children we ourselves gave birth to. 

Whether Syrian refugees, Sudanese children, 



or the grainy police video of Tamir Rice, the 12-year-old boy with the toy 
gun, shot by police in Cleveland 3 years ago. 

These kinds of events are not new: it's just more visible to us than ever 
before, now that we have cellphone cameras everywhere. 

Since the time of Hagar and Sarah, these terrible events have been with us: we just 
didn't have video of it. 

So this scene from Genesis, though seemingly barbaric, should not be 
entirely foreign to us. 

*** 

Now, I must say to you that it is CRUCIAL for us to bear witness to injustices 
wherever we find them, and be committed to truth-telling: committed to the 
ministry of PROPHETIC WITNESSING. 

But at the same time, when that police car dash-cam of the killing of Philando 
Castile was recently released -- you recall he was the school lunchroom worker in 
Minnesota who was shot in his car in the presence of his girlfriend and four-year-
old baby girl in the back seat -- when that was recently released, I just couldn't 
watch it again. 

Even though I know the importance of bearing witness, 

I can't help feeling like a little piece of me dies every time I see 
these videos. 

At times I have an obligation to witness, but I often wonder the toll that it 
takes to repeatedly expose myself to abuse and evil. 

Many of us are traumatized. We need to witness, but we cannot and should not be 
retraumatized again and again. And for many people, especially POC's, this is 
incredibly, indelibly, traumatizing. 

*** 

So, I can only IMAGINE the trauma that a slave woman like Hagar must have 
endured. 

And in the scene that we read, Hagar is in anguish:  

she puts the child under a bush and walks off, 



because she can't bear to watch, saying 

"Do not let me look on the death of the child," 

and she lifts up her voice and weeps. 

 

But then, as with Abraham, God INTERVENES, 

and God HEARS them: 

in particular, God hears the voice of the boy: 

 

Now, I told you I was gonna get back to the name! 

The root of the name “Ishmael” is derived from the Hebrew verb 
shāma‘ “to hear,” and the suffix “el.” 

Ishma-el... or "God has heard." 

That's what Ishmael's name means: God has heard. 

 

And God speaks tenderly to Hagar, comforts her, 

and provides her and the boy with the miracle of water  

-- not one flask of water, or a small bit of bread -- 

but a whole WELL of water. 

 

And in the end, we’re told that Ishmael stays in the wilderness. 

And his is not a life of barrenness in a place of constant thirst: 

God makes this desert... life-giving. 

 *** 

But initially, this was a terrifying scene: 



Hagar, a young servant girl and her son -- whose name we do not yet know -
- thrown into a DESERT WILDERNESS... with just a little bread and one 
flask of water. 

But the truth is, we are witnessing scenes like this around the world, in 
our city, or in places like Flint, MI, or Standing Rock: 

where the struggle for clean water for their children is on-going. 

And like Ishmael, we may not know their names EITHER… 

but "God has heard," and God knows their names. 

 

We might call them aliens or foreigners or deportees or REFUGEES: 

or at best, our neighbors' children: 

but in a sense, from our theological perspective, as followers of Jesus 
and members of Christ's Body, they are ours too. 

 

Like Ishmael, they’ve been cast out of places where they have no future: 

Like the Holy Family and so many in our biblical narratives,  

they have been made perpetual refugees. 

*** 

The wilderness of Paran to which Hagar and Ishmael were banished seems so 
distant from us, but we know that it is not. 

You already know that the wilderness need not be a LITERAL desert. 

 

When have YOU been in the wilderness without water? 

Or when have you MINISTERED to those who are in the wilderness 
without enough water? 

 

The wilderness has many names: 



--The street 

--A homeless shelter 

--The Foster Care System 

--A jail cell 

--or sometimes, just a lonely hospital room... 

there’s LOTS of WILDERNESS PLACES. 

And your WILDERNESS need not even be a literal PLACE. 

 

In this City, we witness MANY ways to get CAST OUT, and sent into a 
wilderness... 

cast out of jobs, 

cast out of neighborhoods, 

cast out of families or schools, 

and cast into hopeless cycles of debt. 

 

Like Hagar and Ishmael, many in our parishes, perhaps symbolically, 

Are clinging to their last flask of water under a hot and unforgiving sun. 

My sisters and brothers, the desperate times of Hagar and Ishmael those many 
centuries ago are not behind us. They are before us even now.  

*** 

We ALL have a wilderness story: 

It's been my privilege that I've never been LITERALLY cast out into a 
desert, and left to die... 

but, I have certainly been cast out – a couple of times physically, when 
evicted from where I lived. 

But more often, especially when I was younger, I've been cast out 
metaphoricallly: 



excluded, unwelcome, stranded, socially abandoned... it is thankfully no 
longer an almost a daily occurrence... but it used to be! 

I'm sure that, for varying reasons based upon your own social 
locations, there are folks who can relate to this. 

 

But the gift we have is the saving power of God, who brings water to a barren 
place. 

Somehow, there is a well of water given to us in the most arid, desolute 
and dry of times! 

 

Repeatedly, God has SENT to us the "justice prophets" of the bible, and also the 
comtemporary prophets in our own lives: 

people who came to give us water and bread, 

or to SHOW us the way toward water and bread. 

 

I’m betting that nearly everyone here has their own "wilderness stories…" everyone 
one of us. 

So, think back and ask: 

 

WHO, or WHAT was that well of water that came to save YOU? 

What PROPHET, what manifestation of the HOLY SPIRIT, what 
person, what sign... 

came to you when you were in the dead places of the wilderness, 
when you felt cast out, placed under a bush without food and water? 

 

Yes, most of us believe it was a divine presence: 

but most often, that divine presence comes in the form of other people, 

people who not only came to our RESCUE, 



but who TRANSFORMED us. 

*** 
[Told the joke about the guy in the truck, the woman in the row boat, the helicopter... and when the guy dies, God says, 

"I sent you [all of these signs/people]... whaddaya doing here?"] 

*** 

The point of God sending us the prophets -- prophets of old, and prophets of today 
-- was so that we might use our ears to hear, 

come to know and recognize God just a little bit more, 

and be able to follow. 

 

I pray that in this diocese and this corner of God's vineyard 

-- through the strong leadership of the many courageous and powerful 
women in our churches -- 

we will continue to work hard, and follow in the path of OUR loving God, 
and to love and serve those with only one flask of water, or no water at all. 

… to follow a God who TENDERLY asks Hagar, 

 

"What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid; for God has heard the voice 
of your child." 

 

I pray that all of our congregations can call out to each-other -- and to the 
communities surrounding us -- and ask, 

"Neighbor, what troubles you?" 

 

May God bless us to follow the path of Jesus and the prophets, 

and hear the voice of our neighbor's child. 

Amen.+ 

	


