
Today, we hear a story of Hagar and Ishmael. Hagar is an Egyptian slave whose role it is to 

provide Sarah and Abraham a child. She is selected for Abraham like a horse breeder might 

procure the services of a mare to carry a prize stallion. And because she is a slave, Hagar is in no 

place to grant or withhold consent. 

Sarah and Abraham do not come off as the noble characters we want to remember. Instead, 

they are a lot like we are – demanding, selfish, impatient. They are impatient with themselves. 

They are impatient with their circumstances. They are impatient with God. God promised 

Abraham descendants like stars in the sky (Gen 15:5), but decades had passed without a single 

child between them. So, in chapter 16 of Genesis, Sarah sends her slave, Hagar, into Abraham’s 

bed in order to conceive an heir.  

There is no way to beautify this scene or call it other than what it is. This is a story of human 

slavery, of the powerful using the bodies of the powerless to achieve their own goals without 

regarding the inhumanity of it all. In a toxic context like that, we should expect nothing less 

than deeply conflicted results. 

Everything comes undone almost immediately. Hagar makes snide remarks about Sarah’s 

infertility. Sarah is outraged and Abraham tries to wash his hands of any responsibility for the 

way things are. Sarah brutalizes Hagar, Abraham looks the other way and Hagar flees to the 

desert. 

In the wilderness, Hagar finds an oasis. There, a messenger of God tells her that she will have a 

son named Ishmael, which means “God hears,” because God has heard of her misery. Even 

more, the angel tells how the relationship that God makes with Hagar reshapes her identity and 

circumstance. Yes, she will return to Abraham and to Sarah, but she won’t return as she left. 

She is no longer “just” a slave. Now she is an heir to promises she has received directly and 

personally from God. 

Hagar responds with trust and praise. She even gives the Lord a nickname. Did you know that 

Hagar is the only woman in Bible history to give Lord a name like that? She calls the Lord El Roi, 

“God Who Sees.” “You are the God who sees me,” she declares, “I have now seen the One who 

sees me.” (Gen. 16:13) 

Now all this is context for the story that we hear today. Fast-forward in time, to Ishmael’s 

teenage years. Across the years, God has also given a child to Abraham and to Sarah in their old 

age. His name is Isaac. 

But that new addition only brings more conflict and deep competition to the household. It all 

comes to a head when Sarah sees Ishmael’s interaction with young Isaac. What exactly 

transpired is debated. Whatever happened, Sarah clearly views Ishmael as Isaac’s competitor 

for God’s promise and insists that Abraham banish Hagar and Ishmael. She doesn’t even call 

them by name, but only their status: “Get rid of that slave woman and her son,” she demands, 

“for that woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with my son Isaac.” (Gen. 21:10) 



Abraham relents, and the two are abandoned in the wilderness of Beersheba until the modest 

supplies that Abraham sent with them run out. They are famished. They are depleted. In 

despair, Hagar leaves her child under a bush and sits a bowshot away so that she will not have 

to see him die. 

And God works in two powerful ways. God’s messenger calls Hagar by name, and assures her 

that God has heard the child’s cry. She should get up and take the child’s hand, for “I will make 

him into a great nation” (Gen. 21:18). Then Hagar’s eyes are opened and she sees a well of 

water nearby that will nourish them. Today’s story concludes telling how Ishmael grows up 

under divine care, he becomes an excellent archer and marries a nice Egyptian girl.  

Happy ending notwithstanding, this is a very difficult story for me to read. I know it’s ancient 

history, and we like to leave the past in the past. But I realize it’s not just a part of the past. It’s 

also about our families and our communities, too. How many of our families are touched by the 

talk of first husband, second wife, surrogate parent, children and conflict? How many of us 

know how hard it is to negotiate between “your” kids and “my” kids and “our” kids? Here is a 

story of a single mom (maybe the first single mom!), a stranger in a strange land with no 

resources struggling to survive with her child. And here is a boy who is abandoned by his father. 

It’s about the abuse of the powerless by the powerful. It’s about abandoning personal 

responsibility. It’s about those personal agendas that make us feel better but drive us further 

apart from others. It’s a painfully modern situation in so many ways and at so many levels. But 

we have to learn its lessons, or history will continue to play out the same way again and again. 

Maybe you even hear the story today and say to yourself: “I don’t feel chosen, either. I feel 

rejected. I feel lost. I feel neglected. I feel overlooked. I can identify with this forsaken woman’s 

tears and her dying child.” If not you, have you heard it in the outcry in our community these 

days? 

I think this is why Genesis takes us on this side road, that we turn from the longer story of the 

chosen to spend time with the outcast and the lost. To be chosen is a great honor. But never 

forget that to be chosen is not a sign of exceptional favor over and against others. To be 

chosen, to be called by God, is to be called out and appointed to do real work in the world, to 

do God’s work. 

That’s how Jesus put it: “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you 

might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last—so that whatever you ask in my name the Father 

will give you.” (John 15:16) 

So the God who chose the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is also the God of the 

tribes and nations of the earth. The God who saw the burdens and heard the cries of the 

Hebrew slaves in Egypt and saved them is the God who also sees the rejected child in the desert 

and hears the bitter tears of the Egyptian slave. El Roi, “God who Sees,” tenderly brings them to 

water and promises that they are under God’s love and watchcare, too. 



We know it’s not about nations. We know it’s not about tribes or clans. It’s about people. It’s 

about us. When we are forsaken and forgotten, when dreams wither all around us and we are 

in the desert, that’s when we remember Hagar. We need her testimony, that God sees the 

tears of an outcast woman, the desperation of the forsaken child. 

God sees. God hears. God acts. 

Fred Craddock tells a story of a time when he and his wife went to the mountains for a little 

vacation weekend. They stopped in at a little restaurant to eat. As they sat down to eat, there 

was a man circulating around the restaurant greeting all the diners. When he came to the 

Craddocks’ table and then he learned that Fred was a minister, he insisted that he sit down and 

they hear his story. 

He had been born just a few miles away, across the mountain. His mother was not married 

when he was born, and so the judgment that brought from that small community – it was 

directed at her, but it hit him, too. His schoolmates had learned from their parents how to 

ridicule, and so the boy just kept to himself at lunch and at recess. The insults were just too 

hard to hear. Every time they went to town, he and his mother could feel the looks, they could 

see the wagging heads. He couldn’t even count the number of times he heard the question, “I 

wonder who the father is?” 

When that boy was about twelve, a new pastor came to the church nearby. People talked about 

his preaching, and the boy wanted to see what all the fuss was about. He enjoyed the services, 

but he was always sure to arrive a little late and to leave a little early, because he didn’t want 

anyone to ask, “What’s a boy like that doing here?” 

One Sunday, he got so caught up in the service that he forgot to get out before the benediction.  

As he was trying to sneak his way out, he felt a heavy hand on his shoulder and when he turned 

around, he was face-to-face with that new preacher. The preacher asked him, “Who are you, 

son? Whose boy are you?” And the boy just hid, receded, slunk into himself. But after a brief 

pause, the preacher brightened up again. He said, “Now I know. Now I recognize you. The 

family resemblance is unmistakable. You are God’s own child!” He patted that boy on his head 

and said, “You’ve got quite an inheritance, son. Go and claim it.” 

That old man told the Craddocks, “That one statement meant the world to me. It literally 

changed my whole life.” He then told them that his name is Ben Hooper and he was twice 

elected governor of the state of Tennessee. He had lived a successful and very respected life, 

and it was made possible because a small-town minister saw him with God’s own eyes, and 

encouraged him. 

God sees. God hears. God acts. But not only for us. 

God sees. God hears. God acts. Will we? 


