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From the very beginning people have needed something to hold them steady – have needed hope to get through the hard times. We know something about that. Where is hope when:

	No one will hire us because of our gender, our age, or our sexual orientation?

	We have lived a good life – taken good care of ourselves – and then we get sick – 

	We have worked for the same company for 20 or 30 years – and we are laid off because of a bad economy and the company has to find some way to increase profits.

	When our state legislature passes a budget that cuts essentials out of schools, hurts the poor, makes the vulnerable more vulnerable – and then gives pay raises to the Speaker of the House staff – in amount so large that they equal the pay of the teachers whose jobs will be cut.

We all need a little hope about now. 

I like to look back at old stories and remember how our ancestors found hope when everything seemed to  be falling apart.  I can imagine a family gathering when one of the older ones starts talking about Abraham and Sarah – and this mess with Hagar, and the child Ishmael.  I can imagine someone asking – why did Aunt Sarah treat Hagar so poorly? Why didn’t Uncle Abraham step in and make better decisions? 

And what does it mean that Hagar felt safer running away from these chosen people of God, safer living in the wilderness?  That’s not such a good image for us to have.

Is there any hope in this story? Why did our ancestors tell this story? What meanings did they find in it? Why did they tell stories in which a father – and a father of all the nations at that – would put his son in harm’s way – would send his son away so that his wife would be content?  And before we get too deep into this – I would suggest that we put away judgment. Put away our sense of knowing what is right and wrong, what is best. For how many of us have known situations where we or someone in our family has been cast off – maybe for coming out of the closet and parents saying – I can no longer be your parent. Ort if we decide not to go into the family business, then out of hurt and anguish, a parent saying – then go. And don’t expect me to be there to pick you up when you fall.  Or when a child is put at risk when two parents can’t get along. When there is fighting and violence, envy and jealousy. 

Or when a minister says – I don’t believe that way anymore – and the church says – then you must go.

The events in this story come from everyday, ordinary human life. Abraham has become a wealthy businessman with a lot of power. Sarah has certain power and privileges as the wife of Abraham; but there are still limits since she is a woman. She is not even part of the sacred covenant because only those who are circumcised can be in that group.  Hagar is a slave girl, she has no power, no protection, no voice. In fact her voice is lost in history. We have followed the way of Abraham and Sarah for hundreds of years – but Hagar is lost to time – to imagination – to the realities in our own stories that cause her to come to mind.

The problem is that God has promised Abraham something that makes no sense. How is it an old man whose wife has never been able to have children will now become the father of the nations. God’s promise had no details. This God always seems to be short on the details. But Abraham is told to trust. To hold onto the hope of the promise. Do you know how hard that is to do when year after year passes – and nothing is happening. 

So Sarah, not unlike many of us, decides to help things along. She has not been promised anything – God did not say she would be the mother of all the nations. The promise was only to Abraham. So maybe Sarah could still be part of the promise if she manipulates things a bit – so she brings Hagar into the picture. Hagar gets no voice in this plan, and Abraham chooses not to have a voice – he goes along with the idea of him having a child through Hagar. It was not uncommon in those days for such a thing as this. But the point is – Abraham joined Sarah in trying to take on the role of God. 

And then, Sarah gets jealous. Hagar gets an attitude about herself. And Sarah becomes very abusive of Hagar. We are not given details, but it was bad enough that Hagar fled. We don’t often tell this in Sunday School. But it is in the story. And remember, the story is not history – but what is the point. Perhaps the point is that even good people sometimes do bad things. Sometimes are motivated by jealousy rather than by love or compassion. I would imagine that all of us can identify with that.

And where is Abraham in all this. He seems quiet, weak, unsure. I want him to do more. I want him to be strong and say – this is not okay to treat Hagar in this way. And the promise must come from God. Our role is to be patient, to continue to trust. It will come in God’s time.

That is not the kind of hope we like to hold onto, is it. The promise will come in God’s time. It may be next week – it may be in a few years. It may be with our great grandchildren. It’s like planting a tree that we will never eat the fruit from – but future generations will.  The world is not all about me or you, this is God’s world and God has a way of doing things in God’s own Mystery.

There are a few points I want to name that I think are important.

When Hagar is cast out after Isaac is born, and when she is on the verge of death with Ishmael, do you know where God is? God is out in that wilderness with them. God did not cast them out – God sides with the vulnerable, the suffering, the sick and dying. And a side point. God asks us to have exclusive faith in God. But God is not exclusively ours. When we act in harmful and abusive ways, God does not take our side. This relationship is not even in its power or its possibility. 

And here is another big point. In this story, God says to a very old man – and eventually to his very old wife – you will become the parents of all the nations. This very old couple was seen as almost dead, no vitality, no new life in them.  How can they be the vehicle of God’s promise?  Isn’t that where our minds go?  But the point is theological, not biological. God can bring new life out of even a little ounce of faith. God can transform us when everyone around us has given up on us. God can do what we cannot do. We are called to trust in this God.

This is how the story begins – this is our genesis. And the story was not told just for the people of that day. It was for all the generations of Abraham and Sarah to come. And at the heart of the story is this – our lives are a gift. The promise of God is a gift. Our job is to receive the gift, to live our lives well, and to pass on the promise to the next generation. 

If I were a  child at the family reunion when these stories were being told – and listening as different ones of us asked questions – I would be proud that I am part of a promise and the gift of a God who sees the injustices, who goes with us to the dangerous places of our lives, who holds our hand when we want to run and hide, who provides us with the living water we need when we are almost dried up, who dares to see us as we are and love us anyway. Did you know that Hagar is the first person in the Bible to receive a divine messenger? Did you know that she is the only one who dared to name God – Elroi – sounds a bit like Leroy – and it means the One who sees. Because God saw her in her danger, saw her when she was most vulnerable and afraid, saw her and came to her. 

Joyce Hollyday reminds us that the gift of Hagar to our faith history is the reminder of God’s faithfulness to those who are despised, exploited, lonely. She reminds us that God doesn’t distinguish by race, class, or gender – and in our world today I would add sexual orientation, age, gender identity. Hagar is the homeless woman, the single mother, the cast off wife, the exploited worker. She stands on the margins, in the wildnerness, with an invitation – voiced years later by an Australian aboriginal woman – If you come to help me, you are wasting you time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up in mine, then let us walk together.

The hope we hold onto is not a hope we generate for ourselves. It is not those words we often say – everything is going to be okay. God’s hope has more bite than that. God’s hope is that we will trust, we will see for ourselves, we will act with faith and integrity, we will dissolve the systems that create imbalance and allow some to be abused by the privilege of others. I can imagine Hagar saying – Abraham – find your voice. Trust what you know. Be the father you know to be. And when you mess up, have the grace to go on. But don’t use your privilege to justify your mistakes. You are to blame for much of the hardship because you have not used your power to change the way things are. It is time to do so now.

There is a spirit that moves among us. Even as we get all caught up in the tangles of human life – we also get tangled up in our relationship with God. I think it has to be that way for us to learn. But there comes a time to accept the invitation – to live not just on the premises but on the promises of the God who loves all of creation, all the people, and who has particular compassion for those who are abused and vulnerable. The invitation is for us to join in that compassion. To join in creating a world that is as God imagined it,  and as all our families want it to be. So may it be. So may we be. Amen.


