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Hagar 

 
One of the realities of gathering for online worship is that, as you have noticed, we have made 
some changes to the service to adjust for streaming. The one that is most obvious is that we often 
skip a reading or two so we might shorten things up a little bit. Of course, the stories that we 
include and the stories that we leave out say a lot about us. This week, I began to work on my 
sermon for today and I said to myself, “We can leave out this Old Testament reading about 
Hagar.” First of all, it’s a long reading. We could save some time. Attention spans are short these 
days and getting shorter. It’s hard enough to keep your attention when you’re here in person, but 
at home there are countless distractions competing for your interest. 
 
Secondly, I was thinking of skipping this story of Hagar because it’s a hard story. It’s hard to 
read, hard to listen to, hard to preach. In fact, this is the first story in a famous book about Old 
Testament stories of women who are taken advantage of. The book is called Texts of Terror and 
in it Phyllis Trible argues that Hagar is used and not treated fairly. Trible also argues that her 
story needs to be told because so often women like Hagar find their stories being hushed and 
forgotten. It’s all too easy to ignore people who are cast down, abused, and taken advantage of. 
We would rather not hear their stories because we would like to pretend those bad things don’t 
happen at all, but they do happen. They happened in ancient times and they happen now. So I 
realized that even if I was unsure exactly how to explain this text or how to preach it that it 
would not be fair to Hagar to leave her out this Sunday. Our lectionary is here, at least in part, so 
we are forced to encounter parts of the Bible that we’d prefer to ignore. Today we are 
encountering Hagar, a woman of substantial faith. 
 
God began with Abraham and so should we. God promised to make a great nation of him. His 
descendants shall number like the stars of the sky. The problem is that Abraham and his wife, 
Sarah, are now senior citizens and they have no children. To solve this problem, Sarah gives 
Abraham a slave woman of hers named Hagar to be his wife and to bear him a son. Though she 
has no say in the matter, Hagar does give Abraham a son named Ishmael, but then Sarah treats 
her harshly and Hagar flees into the Wilderness. Abraham does not protect Hagar. God -- the 
great deliverer -- visits Hagar in the wilderness and tells her to return to Sarah and submit to her.  
 
Sarah does have a son, a gift from God in her old age, and she names him Isaac. In our reading 
today, we hear of Isasc and Ishmael playing together as toddlers. Sarah is threatened by Hagar 
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and Ishmael, and so she wants to cast them out into the wilderness again. This time, Abraham is 
distressed by this and God says that little Ishmael will be provided for. Hagar and Ishmael are 
sent out with few provisions and the little boy looks as if he will not survive. The text says that 
God hears the voice of the boy crying and tells Hagar not to be afraid. God will make a great 
nation of him, also. God opened Hagar’s eyes to see a well nearby which saved their lives. This 
son of Abraham and this wife of Abraham will survive in the wilderness after all. 
 
Now at first glance you might be saying to yourself, “This story doesn’t sound so bad. What’s 
the big deal?” You might be thinking about how those were ancient times, very different times 
than today. Whenever we find ourselves thinking like that it’s important we pause to reflect 
because there are many who face these same issues today. We still know that women, that people 
of every kind, are used and abused, and I’m convinced that one of the reasons these things still 
happen is that we like to brush over or find ways to justify stories that shock and offend us. In 
reality, the story is troubling because Hagar has little or no agency at all. The text often doesn’t 
use her name like the others. She is often referred to as “slave girl” and as a less valuable 
foreigner. It’s also clear that her son is worth more to everyone than she is. And it’s troubling 
how she is treated by Abraham and even by God at times. How do we explain the faithful 
Abraham casting out his wife and son? How do we explain how God seems to allow Sarah to 
treat Hagar so harshly? What are we as a people who hold the Bible to be sacred to do with texts 
like this? 
 
Well, first of all, this text is one which forces us to be mature Christian people. We cannot 
pretend the Bible is just filled with pastoral scenes of Jesus tending the sheep like out of a 
children’s book. Even our Gospel reading today has hard words for us to grapple with. We 
should look for grace in this passage but we should also acknowledge that sometimes grace is 
hard to find. That is sort of like our lives, too, isn’t it? Sometimes it’s hard to see where God is 
moving or why God would allow certain things to happen. We can be encouraged in this passage 
that God does not forget Hagar and Ishmael in the end. God meets them in their wilderness and 
provides for them. We find this beautiful moment of grace when God opened Hagar’s eyes to see 
a well of water. We can pray that God might help us when we are in the desert so we might have 
eyes to see water when it’s needed most. Indeed, Living Water is always nearby if we could but 
see it.  
 
At a minimum, we should tell Hagar’s story, both the good parts and the bad. In much of the 
Scriptures, we find God working with people who are a lot like us, even those who have been 
taken advantage of. Most of all, we must think of Hagar as a member of our spiritual family.We 
all think of ourselves as children of Abraham. We should think of ourselves as children of Hagar, 
too. If Abraham is our spiritual father, is not Hagar also our mother?  “She is a pivotal figure in 
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biblical theology.”  Did you know that Hagar “is the first person in scripture whom a divine 1

messenger visits and the only person who dares to name the deity? She is the first woman to bear 
a child, the first to hear an annunciation, the only one to receive a divine promise of descendants, 
and the first to weep for her dying child.” This is our story to tell because Hagar is a part of us. 
We can be honest about the grace of her story and we can be honest about when we look for 
grace and it seems there is none to be found. 

1 Trible, Phyllis, Text of Terror: Literary-Feminist Reading of Biblical Narratives (Fortress Press: 
Philadelphia, 1984), 28. 
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