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Sermon – 21 Jun 2020 
 ‘God hears’ 

Today’s reading from Genesis tells part of the story of Sarah, Abraham and Hagar, and the 
children that came from them. It is a story of jealousy and power, rejection and desperation, love 
and family. With all its twists and turns, the story plays out with a God who appears to, talks to, and 
listens to all the characters in the story, even if they don’t talk with each other. 

It is also the story of a family that three different religions claim as a founding family. Christianity, 
Judaism and Islam all claim to trace their history back to Abraham and Sarah. That is why the 
three of them are sometimes called the three ‘Abrahamic religions’. 

In order to understand today’s story, we need to go further back in Genesis, to chapter 16. Sarah 
and Abraham, who was then known as Abram, had no children. This was great a problem for them, 
particularly since God had said to Abraham, ‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars, if indeed 
you can count them, so shall your offspring be’ (Gen 15:5, NRSV) 

Now Sarah had an Egyptian slave girl named Hagar, and Sarah said to Abraham, ‘You see that the 
Lord has prevented me from bearing children; go in to my slave-girl; it may be that I shall obtain 
children by her’ (Gen 16:2, NRSV) 

Legal documents from the region show that all female slaves were expected to provide sexual 
favours to their masters if required. And some documents also mention barren wives giving slaves 
to their husbands for childbearing purposes, so Sarah’s action was probably considered 
reasonable and customary.  

Abraham agreed with Sarah, and Hagar did what she was told. She married Abraham, and 
became pregnant. But once Hagar was pregnant, her behaviour towards Sarah changed. The 
scripture says that she ‘looked with contempt on her mistress’. Sarah was most unhappy with this 
and began to mistreat Hagar, and so the pregnant Hagar fled into the desert. God’s messenger 
finds her there and tells her to go back because God is going to give her son many descendants. 
Hagar obeys God and returns to Sarah and Abraham and gives birth to Ishmael. 

The family must have rejoiced as Abraham’s covenant with God must have seemed to be coming 
true. But as the years passed, Sarah found it not so fun any longer to have Hagar, a handmaiden, 
become the “matriarch” of the family, the one with the heir. And those ill feelings remained, even 
after Sarah had given birth late in life to her own child, Isaac. By the time we get to today’s story, 
from chapter 21, Ishmael was probably an adolescent, and Isaac was a young boy. The scripture 
says that on the day Isaac that was weaned, Abraham held a great feast, and Sarah saw Hagar’s 
son, Ishmael, either mocking or playing with Isaac (it depends on which translation you use). 

Sarah says to Abram, ‘Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman 
shall not inherit along with my son Isaac’ (Gen 21:10, NRSV). 

Abraham is greatly distressed by this, but he does it because God tells him that it will be OK, that 
God has good plans for both of Abraham’s sons. 

‘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 did not want to see her son die. And 
as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept’ (Gen 21:14-16, NRSV). 

So, once again, Hagar finds herself in despair in the wilderness. Hagar and Ishmael are alone and 
abandoned in the desert of the Negev, cast aside by human beings and seemingly without hope. 
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Much of this story, although thousands of years old, could be about the neighbour down the street 
from you today. I suspect most, if not all of you, are aware of family divisions that tear families 
apart this. They are typically over what to do with the inheritance, but such divisions can be started 
by a multitude of different things, and once established, these divisions are extremely difficult to 
heal.  

These divisions also prompt us to ask many questions about life and about God. Does God 
endorse some at the cost of others? Does God only care about one religious community? Does 
God hear the cries of the suffering?  

Let us now read on and see what the Book of Genesis tells us. 

‘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’ (Gen 21:17-21, NRSV). 

God hears! In fact, the meaning of the boy’s name, ‘Ishmael’, means ‘God will hear’. Remember, 
this all occurred before Moses received the law, before Jesus came to this earth to live and die so 
that we might live, before any of what we now know as the scripture was written. 

Hagar and Ishmael were cast aside and set apart from those who were to be later known as, ‘the 
chosen people’. And yet God listened to and heard their cries, and is even described as having a 
kind of agreement, or covenant, with them. Hagar was even told that God would make a great 
nation of the descendants of Ishmael! 

On this day, as we celebrate the 43rd Anniversary of the Uniting Church in Australia, what is the 
significance of the story of Hagar and Ishmael? Do we need to reconsider our understanding of 
how God relates to those people of faith whose beliefs are very different from our own? Have we 
placed too much emphasis on correct belief at the expense of having a living faith? 

I think today’s reading from Genesis tells us that God hears the cries of people that many 
Christians might not approve. Now please, don’t get me wrong here. I am not saying that all faiths 
are just a different way of knowing the same God. Today’s lectionary reading from Matthew 10 
ought to make that it clear that this is not the case. 

Rather, I am saying that if God heard the cries of Hagar and Ishmael, should we not hear their 
cries as well? Can we show a better understanding of those people of faith, who are in reality, our 
distant relatives? Are we too quick to judge? 

Maybe even more importantly, today’s reading shows us that God’s blessing and gifts do not 
usually come in the way that we value or in the form that we prefer. True faith is always tested. The 
journey to the Promised Land goes through the desert. 

May we always remember that our God is a merciful God, a God of compassion who hears the cry 
of the faithful. May we, as we gradually return meeting face-to-face, learn from our own time in the 
wilderness with COVID-19. May the Uniting Church, and each of us, find new life as we journey 
into the future. 


