4th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 6.21.26

Genesis 21:8-21

The child grew and was weaned, and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was
weaned. But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham,
playing with her son Isaac. So she said 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” The matter
was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. But God said to Abraham, “Do not
be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to
you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. As for
the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring”
So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of water and gave it to
Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed
and wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.

When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. Then she
went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot, for she
said, “Do not let me look on the death of the child” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted
up her voice and wept. And God heard the voice of the boy, and the angel of God called to
Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid, for God
has heard the voice of the boy where he is. Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with
your hand, for I will make a great nation of him” Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a
well of water. She went and filled the skin with water and gave the boy a drink.

God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness and became an expert
with the bow. He lived in the wilderness of Paran, and his mother got a wife for him from
the land of Egypt. (388)

My dad would tell stories, or more like mere mentions. Not often, mind you. Maybe a
couple of times. Just glimpses into when he was an older adolescent, a young man. A fairly
typical one, he had no sense of himself as remarkable. Nonetheless, the kids would listen,
rapt, less because of Dad’s story-telling style and more because of what he had to say, more
because of what the world was like when he was young.

When he was in college, when classes let out for the summer, he would get in the

station wagon that belonged to one of these four friends, each throwing in a couple



hundred bucks, and they'd drive from Syracuse in upstate New York to Portland, Oregon to
work for the summer on the West Coast.

They'd do the drive without stopping, one driving while the rest slept. During the
years when the highway system was yet being built, it’s not like there were hotels at every
exit, and it’s not like there were exits every ten miles, and it’s not like they had money to
spend like that. They'd just sprawl out on the bench seats front and back. It’s not like there
were bucket seats for safety but which make lying down harder, and it’s not like there were
seat belts. There were no seat belts, and the car had no capacity to demand, beepingly, that
you use them. Plus, it was easier driving at night because the car wouldn't get so hot and
you didn't need to roll the windows down and have the wind, so noisy, dry you out. It’s not
like there was air conditioning in the car. There was barely heat.

They'd consult a map every once in a while, folded up or crushed and stuffed into
the glove compartment. But mostly it was just go west or go east, squint into the setting
sun or into the rising sun depending on whether it was May or August.

They'd spend the summer there working for the Forest Service. And they'd nurse
that car along, each of them with what little know-how it took to fix a car, replace this part,
repair that one, change the oil by lying under it with a pan and a small towel, which was
something I saw my dad do every few months in our garage throughout my childhood. Until
we got a Prius. Dad explained (to my adult-self by then) that this car was way beyond
tinkering with. Like all cars now. Computers on wheels, really. But much more reliable.

The story got a little more specific when Tobias went off to Minnesota for college.
This followed his (and his brother’s) very localized young life in Lenox, where a combination
of my working on the weekends while everyone else was obligated during the week, and
then the setting in of Covid for two years, resulted in a life rarely lived beyond a day’s
journey, really rarely lived beyond Berkshire County. Dad remembers one leg of one of the
trips when there was, it seemed, an A.P.B. out across Minnesota for a car that resembled
theirs and people that resembled them.

They kept getting stopped.

“What was the crime?” the boys asked. Dad and his friends didn’t know.



“Did you look it up?” the boys asked. There was no way to “look it up” and their AM
radio went long stretches without picking up a single station, to say nothing of a nearby
station that broadcast local breaking news.

“How did you convince them it wasn’t you?” They just kept answering the same
questions of who they were, where they were going, and what they were up to, until they
were let go, to go until they were stopped again.

“Were your parents worried?” No. They didn't know anything about this. They were
back from Iran at that point, my dad’s dad working for the Forest Service, though on loan to
the State Department in Foreign Aid. Nonetheless, they didn't talk all that much. But even if
they'd been home in Virginia, how would they know?

Unimaginable! This world to my kids. This world of free range and unplanned. This
world at least sort of imaginable to me.

This story of Hagar and her son Ishmael comes to us from the years after Abraham
and Sarah had finally settled down. After years of moving from Ur to Haran’s Shechem and
Bethel to Hebron, they were now living in their tent by the oaks of Mamre. They'd finally
been blessed with the son that had been so long promised and seemed evermore
impossible.

For this reason, Sarah had years earlier encouraged Abraham to use one of their
household servants as a surrogate. Hagar would be the one, though there’s little indication
in the story itself that Hagar had any say in this. There’s little indication in the story itself
that Hagar should have any say about this. Whatever injustice was done here, none of the
characters seem incensed about it. This was their world, apparently. This is what it was like
for women, for servants: you only had so much say.

Abraham had done as Sarah had encouraged.

Hagar had borne him a son, Ishmael.

Hagar loved him, and Abraham might have done as well. But this son, beloved in his
own right, wasn't the promised son the Lord had long earlier pledged. There would yet
come another. It would come of Sarah. She could maneuver and manage otherwise, come
up with safeguards and contingency plans. But the fact would remain that she, even in her

old age, would be surprised by fulfillment just as had been said.



Isaac, that is “laughter,” so named for being conceived in laughter, as we heard about
last week.

But here too Ishmael, the slightly older Ishmael.

It was the sight of them playing together that triggered Sarah’s jealousy, her
dangerous jealousy. That the older boy Ishmael might play with the younger boy Isaac, that
this occasion might become practice: this is what made Sarah vengeful, it would seem:
“Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit
along with my son Isaac”

We're not asked to admire this about Sarah. We're not asked to justify her or to
assume she was right. In demanding what she demanded, she distressed Abraham and even
moved God to enact a contingency plan of His own, assuring Abraham: “Do not be
distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to
you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. As for
the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring”

This is one of the off-kiltering things about scripture. Unlike other examples of
ancient literature, the Bible is not a series of hero-myths. The people presented within its
pages are not examples of righteousness, models of piety, holiness, or successful living.
They are rather people. Though ones whose stories have stood the test of time and seem to
suggest there’s something especially noteworthy about them, they are nonetheless people,
relatable, even typical people.

Really, taken rightly, the stories of the Bible are surprisingly humanistic. Its
characters are witnessed acting the way people often act.

And what makes the Bible profound is that God stays with them through this.

What makes the Bible a living text, unlike The Iliad or The Aeneid, is that the people
within its wide scope, are people like us, and nonetheless God remains faithful to them,
remains faithful even when how they behave would make plenty good pretext for God’s
abandoning them or, as in the case of the creation before Noah, washing them clean away.

Never again.

We're not asked to admire Sarah about her jealousy, less still about her cruel and
deadly vengeance; nor are we given permission to judge her. The text is surprisingly neutral

on all such points. So, what we're given is an allowance to relate to her. This, while we also



might feel for the ones who are an offshoot of the story, a tangent whose narrative line we
might have assumed wouldn't be our concern at all. Hagar was not chosen for this, was
rather coerced into this. Ishmael wasn't the long promised one but was himself a
contingency plan, Sarah assumed the promise delayed was the promise denied so she'd do
what she could to wring some good out of it all. What resulted are two side characters who,
roped into the drama, but might just as easily have been written off, never to have become
a matter for our concern.

But God couldn't let it go. Seeking some mercy and some justice for these two who
were more acted upon than active themselves, God would walk with them far enough away
from Abraham’s tent for them to be safe from Sarah, then far enough into the wilderness
for them to be in danger for its manifold deprivations where to witness their fear, drinking
the last of their water, where we too might be as witness to what'’s at stake when human
cruelty takes charge, and then their resignation, the separating of mother from child so she
at least might not see what we might yet see, the death of her child, death by deprivation,
and then to hear Hagar’s cries: “Do not let me look on the death of the child”

It’s terrifying how humanistic a story this is. It's terrifying for how frequently the
world arranges itself to force mothers to witness the death of their own children, death by
deprivation. Who could read this and not feel for beset-upon Hagar, and then unwanted
Ishmael, cast into a wilderness that would more surely kill them than what likely would
have happened by the oaks of Mamre?

But no one is more moved by the pathos of it all than God, who didn't stop Sarah in
her jealousy or in her vengeance (as if God could feel for her), and who didn’t stop Abraham
in his merely trying to manage (as if God could feel for him), him managing what Marilynne
Robinson, in her book Reading Genesis, recognizes as a “highly imaginable...ordinary
household conflict.” So, what God would do to relieve some of this terrible, understandable
misery, He'd send an angel:

“What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid, for God has heard the voice of the boy
where he is. Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make a great
nation of him. Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. She went and filled

the skin with water and gave the boy a drink”



It’s easy to overlook, as the point of the story, God’s faithfulness amidst ordinary
human squabbles, though squabbles that result in gross injustice and deadly cruelty. It's
easy to overlook God’s faithful presence as the point of so many of these early Bible stories.
It's easy to assume these are moralizing stories, showing us people who are doing things we
ought to do, or doing things we ought not to do, rather than that they are stories of people
doing what people tend to do, in all their kind and calculating ways, in all their gracious and
petty ways, and God remaining faithful through it all, God remaining present and gracious
thought it all.

It's so easy to read these stories with an underlying assumption that God’s
faithfulness is an endorsement of its pretexts-God is faithful because you've done
something to deserve it-rather than as a witness to what faithfulness is. Truly, faithfulness
isn't what a person gets because they've done good, but is the means by which someone
might become good. Divine love isn't the prize for being good but is the foundation for
people, a condition more likely to foster what'’s good.

And this faithfulness: it can reach even into the wilderness. This love: it can extend
even beyond the bounds of the story, even beyond the frame of its focus. This is a story
about Abraham and Sarah and all that will come of them, and it becomes a story as well
about Hagar conscripted and Ishmael created by Sarah’s devising a contingency plan. It's
about Hagar and Ishmael for as much time as to have us as readers know that they too,
though not a part of the original promise, shall nevertheless also live and thrive.

It comes up from time to time, a question about what happens in regard to those
people who aren’t included in some biblical reassurance. “God so loved the world that he
gave his only son so that whoever believes in him might have life in his name.” Okay, but
what about those who don't believe in him? “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” Okay, but what
about those who aren’t poor in spirit? The question comes up from time to time, what
happens to those not explicitly drawn into the promising story of God-with-us?

One hermeneutical tack is to take each assertion found in the Bible in the context of
the whole of it. When attempting to find the meaning and truth of any given pericope or
verse or even word found herein, one hermeneutical lens is a wide-angle one, to take into
account the whole sweep of the Bible in order to contextualize and better understand one

small bit of it.



One consistent truth claim of the Bible is that the faithfulness of God to God’s good
yet often pained creation, the faithfulness of God amidst the freedom of all creation’s
manifold creatures to make even bad choices, and amidst the terrible contingencies of
nature and history (terrible for being arbitrary, a moment-to-moment roll of the dice). God
is faithful through it all. Grace pours forth amidst it all. So, what of those not explicitly
written into the story? Not believing so to have life in his name? Not meek or peace-making
or poor of spirit? Well, they might also be written in for blessing, written in for abundant
life. That's what weeping Hagar seems to suggest, given mercy. That's what thirsty Ishmael
seems to suggest, slaked and saved..

I don’t want to claim a pious childhood for myself. Though a weekly church-goer, I
never paid much attention to the Bible, I never felt special access to an ethereal plane, I
wasn't spiritually gifted in any gracious or even mundane ways. But I do wonder if one thing
that broke through in my rather ordinary youth was this also rather ordinary truth-claim.
That God is with us, that the creation is good in a theological sense and is good enough in a
more practical sense, that most people are mostly good most of the time, and that you can
step out into the unknown and trust that there will be ground beneath your feet: I had that
sense. And while not the adventurer my father was, who was (and is) himself not all that
adventurous either, I do wonder (I do worry) that this trust runs thin these days.

For all the ways the world is safer than ever (barring obvious examples otherwise), it
seems to me young people are less apt to take risks, and their parents are less apt to
encourage them to do, allow them to do, or even help them imagine them so doing. For all
the ways the world is more mapped than ever and even surveilled, a safety net of
tech-connectivity that only dies if your battery does (and even then you can just recharge
it), it seems to me young people are more anxious about whether it’s okay to venture forth
and their grown-ups cut off the possibility that they might even try.

This, even while many seem to want to. Apparently the 1990s are cool again, largely
because this is a most recent aesthetic before there were cell phones. Things happened by
accident. You discovered something cool by chance.

Not that the Christian faith is the solution for this anxiety. No, for one version of the
Christian faith has it that God has a plan for us each and all, and the task of the faithful is to

figure out what that plan is and to stick to it. This has been a very Millenial, mega-church



faith assertion for thirty years now, and it has caused no small amount of anxiety among
the Hillsong set. For what if you don’t figure out the plan? And what if sticking to it is like
following in someone’s footsteps but on a beach with a rising tide? God isn't always so
obvious. But that falls on you.

The classic Christian stance on this, though, isn't God having a plan but God being
providential, God providing by grace what our own freedom makes necessary. And this
providence: it is itself a wide, wide land. When we step off the map, the map expands to
where we've gone. When we forge into the wilderness, God writes that wild unknown into
the widening story.

This might not feel true at any given moment, this faithfulness and providence of
God. This might not seem true when it comes to certain circumstances. There is much
about the world that seems bereft of God’s faithfulness, drained dry of God’s grace or
simply abandoned by the very presence promised always to be present. There is much in
this world where providence is slow in coming, slower than most lifetimes are long. But if
we were to live as if there’s nowhere beyond God’s holding us fast then we might become
such a steadying hold, we might become courageous vessels of God’s good and bold grace.

We receive grace not because we deserve it; rather, we become deserving because
of grace. We receive God'’s faithfulness not because we deserve it; rather we become
deserving in the fact of the faith. Such things aren’t the prize for sticking to the plan; they
are the means that the “plan” changes, adapts to our need of greater grace.

Our culture is in a cul-de-sac, yet many of the conditions come of our circling this
cul-de-sac demand that we break out and do a new thing. The climate can't sustain our
continuing abuse of it. The economy can't continue to foster such gross inequality without
also fostering a global politics that degrades or explodes. Our own humanity can't
withstand the internet and its attending realms becoming the all-in-all, not to mention its
lords who clearly don'’t like us very much and care only about human survival to the degree
that we increase their wealth.

We need to do a new thing, And the courage, the capacity for so doing comes best
with an underlying trust that God is yet with us. Widening the story to include the

unexpected, widening its focus to take into account untold contingencies, God’s presence



and providence are as old as Abraham and as young as Ishmael who at last will drink and be
sated, be indeed saved.

We've never before been where we are now, and yet there’s something familiar here,
an old story, told anew.

Thanks be to God.



