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Third Sunday after Pentecost 
Proper 7 Year A 
June 25, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
I don’t know about you,  
but there was a lot of stuff in this morning’s lessons  
that makes me distinctly … uncomfortable.  
 
For one thing, I don't much like hearing Jesus say  
that he comes not to bring peace but a sword;  
to set children against their parents  
and to turn basically every family into a dysfunctional one.  
I cringe when I hear that.  
 
And I don't like him talking about slaves  
not trying to be above their masters.  
Lord only knows how often THAT particular saying of our Lord  
got tossed into uppity black faces  
back in our nation’s antebellum past.  
Lord, I wish you hadn’t said that.  
 
Then there’s the story about Abraham and Sarah and Hagar and Ishmael.  
Talk about a dysfunctional family!  
And this is the family, folks, that gave rise to three great religions:  
Judaism and Christianity, through Isaac;  
and Islam, through Ishmael.  
 
These are our spiritual ancestors,  
the patriarchs and matriarchs of our faith,  
and here they are behaving  
like an ancient Near East version of the Kardashians.  
Good and gracious people just don’t behave like that, do they?  
 
We want examples of kindness and compassion and forbearance.   
Yet we know that’s not how life is.  
We know we live in the midst of tension  
between God’s call to love one another as he loves us,  
and the reality of our fallen human condition.  
We know we often fail to love all of God’s people.  
Sometimes it’s too hard to love even those we live with.  
Sometimes we do want to pick up a sword 
and bash and in-law or two with it. 
Good and evil exist side by side in this world.  
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And as our Old Testament story this morning illustrates,  
that has always been the case.  
Even among those celebrated for their righteousness, 
as Abraham was. 
 
You know, when we think of Abraham,  
we usually remember the story about the sacrifice of Isaac –  
another story, I have to tell you,  
I don’t care for even one little bit.  
But that story’s coming NEXT week.  
Today, we get the prequel.  
We might call it “the sacrifice of Ishmael.”  
In many ways, Ishmael’s story foreshadows  
what’s going to happen to his little half-brother, Isaac.  
Both boys come about a whisker away from death 
before God intervenes to save them. 
 
For those of you who’ve forgotten your Hebrew Bible, 
let me refresh your memory.  
Abraham has two sons.  
The first, Ishmael, is the son of a slave woman, Hagar.  
Hagar was Sarah’s servant,  
and it was Sarah who first suggested  
that her husband sleep with Hagar,  
so they might have a son together.  
Because being in her mid-70s and still childless,  
Sarah figured there was no way  
SHE was ever gonna give her husband a son.  
 
But then, last week,  
we read the story of God’s impossible promise  
that Sarah would conceive a child in her old age.  
She laughed when she heard that promise,  
but sure enough, at age 90,  
she conceived and bore a son  
and they named him Isaac, which means “Laughter.”  
He was their miracle baby. 
 
In this week’s reading, the miracle child is now old enough to wean,  
which given the customs of the time in which they lived,  
would probably have made him about 3 years old,  
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and Ishmael would have been about 16.  
Abraham throws a party to celebrate.  
 
But at the party, Sarah –  
who up until this point has been a mostly sympathetic character –  
does something inexplicable.  
She sees Ishmael playing with little Isaac.  
And suddenly she goes all “wicked stepmother” on us.  
She doesn’t want to see this son of a slave hanging out with her boy.  
Maybe it’s too much of a reminder of the bad old days,  
of what had been her lifelong sorrow.  
Or maybe she just wanted to preserve Isaac’s inheritance,  
so he wouldn’t have to split it with a half brother.  
 
For whatever reason,  
she goes to Abraham and demands that he get rid of them both, son and mother.  
Abraham is rightfully disturbed by this.  
But then God reassures him that it’s okay to send them away.  
Again, I’ve gotta say,  
I don’t consider this one of God’s finer moments.  
God may have known all along how things would turn out,  
but to all the humans involved,  
when Abraham packs them off with nothing more than a little bread and some water,  
it certainly appears as if he’s sending them out to the desert to die.  
 
So off they go,  
to what they can only suppose is going to be a slow, suffering-filled death.  
When the water runs out,  
Hagar leaves Ishmael under a tree,  
and goes off a distance because she can’t bear to watch her boy die.  
And then she cries out in anguish to God.  
And God hears her pleas,  
and presumably hears the pleas of Ishmael as well,  
and responds.  
 
God sends an angel.  
The angel says what angels always say:  
“Be not afraid.”  
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Then he showed her the way to a well,  
and they were able to get a drink of life-saving water.  
And God told Hagar not to worry,  
that Ishmael would be the father of a great nation,  
just as Isaac would.  
Moslems believe that Ishmael became the father of the Arabs.  
 
So things didn’t turn out so badly for Hagar and Ishmael after all.  
God was looking out for them,  
though it might have been hard for them to believe that  
when they were in the middle of a desert  
with no food and no water,  
and death seemed imminent.  
But God was there. 
 
Even so, I’m still bothered by this story.  
It still seems to suggest that God approves  
of the mistreatment of the innocent.  
That it’s all right to abruptly end your relationship with people  
the minute you no longer need them.  
That God is okay with treating other people  
as though they were commodities.  
 
How can we read this story in light of the gospel?  
Is it possible to draw some moral guidance from it?  
Or can we just say that  
this is one of those embarrassing passages  
that other Scripture appears to contradict,  
like that creepy verse in Psalm 137  
about happily dashing babies against rocks? 
Or maybe even that hard saying of Jesus 
about him coming not to bring peace but to bring a sword?  
 
Tempting as it is to just dismiss this  
as obsolete theology  
left over from a time when human understanding of God  
was very different from today’s understanding …  
tempting as that is,  
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I think there IS something here for us worth pondering. 
 
For one thing, the story of Hagar and Ishmael 
reminds us that life is uncertain.  
And when I cry out for help,  
my cry is just one of any number of cries  
and desperate situations  
in which God IS at work.  
But sometimes, in order to attain one goal,  
even God may have to delay achieving a different goal 
 in another area.  
 
Which leads me to a second point  
that I think this passage forces me to deal with.  
What happens when God’s goal for me  
is the one that gets delayed?  
When mine is the life that appears to get shunted aside  
to make way for someone else, 
someone that God appears to love more than me?  
What happens when I’m Ishmael, but I desperately wanted to be Isaac? 
 
Just what do I do with all the unfair rejections that I have experienced?  
Maybe you have been unfairly rejected at times too. 
What do we do with dreams that have been dashed against rocks?  
What happens when resentment starts to burn a hole in my soul,  
especially when I think that God not only allowed this to happen,  
but maybe even approved it, made it happen?  
What do I do then,  
when bitterness starts to get the best of me?  
What on earth does it take to be able to say, as Mary said,  
“Let it be unto me according to your will?”  
  
Maybe what it takes  
is seeing beyond the unfairness of the moment  
to a greater fairness in the mind of God;  
beyond the feeling of rejection and dismay of the moment  
to a greater embrace by God down the road. 
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The name Ishmael translates into English as “God hears.” 
God hears, even when we’re alone in the wilderness.  
God hears, even when we don’t know what to say to God.  
God hears, even when we are living in a nightmare not of our own making.  
God hears.  
 
Ishmael bears a name that signals a promise to every human being.  
God sees every misery and hears every sob.  
And so we go on, and life goes on.  
And maybe, being alone in the wilderness,  
even though it’s painful and difficult,  
is just where we need to be.  
 
Ishmael didn’t get the inheritance that God intended for Isaac.  
God had something else in mind for Ishmael.  
And God was with Ishmael, just as God was with Isaac,  
just as God is with you and with me.  
God hears.  
God hears the cry of the abandoned and rejected.  
God hears the cries of those who don’t understand, 
who see only in part, but don’t like what they’re seeing.  
God hears. 
And in the words of the hymn we just sang,  
“Surely it is God who saves me; trusting him, I shall not fear.”  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


