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READING: Genesis 21:14-19 (American Standard Version)

And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and to@ad and a bottle of water, and
gave it unto Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, gade her the child, and sent her away.
And she departed, and wandered in the wilderneBgeif-sheba. And the water in the
bottle was spent, and she cast the child undepbtiee shrubs. And she went, and sat her
down over against him a good way off, as it web®ashot. For she said, Let me not
look upon the death of the child. And she sat @gginst him, and lifted up her voice,
and wept. And God heard the voice of the lad. Aredangel of God called to Hagar out
of heaven, and said unto her, What aileth theeaFragear not. For God hath heard the
voice of the lad where he is. Arise, lift up thd,land hold him in thy hand. For | will
make him a great nation. And God opened her eyekslae saw a well of water. And she
went, and filled the bottle with water, and gave kid drink.

CALL TO WORSHIP (after Norman V. Naylor)

Do not leave your cares at the door.

Do not leave there your pain, your sorrow, your disappoénts and regrets.

Carry them with you into this place like a woundbai.

Place them on the common ground of life and offent the possibility of your worship.
Come, make of your sorrows a friend who bears ueebeal gift

Come, let us worship together.

SERMON written & delivered by Rev. Jennifer Youngsun R911,6/2007
What happened?

What happened in that household that brought Hiagwe threshold of the tent clutching
her young son’s hand? Abraham at her back, pleadi&g. Please, just go.

And then what brought Hagar to the point of throgvirer child into the bushes, turning
her back on him?

And what finally enabled Hagar to hear the voicéfefitself, returning to her child?
Some of you may remember the events that led tigetexpulsion of Hagar and her

young son. If you grew up in the synagogue, youldithave heard this story on the first
day of Rosh Hashanah. If you attended churchnyay have heard it in Bible study. If



you were raised in the faith of Islam, you may heeadd about Abraham in the Koran and
heard of Hagar in the stories of Hajj, the pilgrgado Mecca.

Sara and Abraham waited and waited for a childwhen Sara’s womb lay empty year
after year, Sara gave her servant, Hagar, to Abnadsaher surrogate. Hagar quickly
became pregnant. That's when the trouble stantdidei tent of Abraham. Maybe young
Hagar behaved arrogantly. Maybe Sara was jealous.

Even when Sara finally gave birth to Isaac, attimaculous age of 90, domestic
relations did not improve. In fact, things got eweorse. With two boys in the family,
both marked for greatness (for God promised to nmak®ns of each of them), the tent
was getting smaller and smaller. And Ishmael didréke things any easier. The angel
who had visited Hagar while she was pregnant hadedbher, saying he will be a “wild
ass of a man.”

One day Sara found Ishmael bullying Isaac yet agaid that was the last straw.
She demanded that Abraham put “that woman” andh@gout!

So that's how Hagar finds herself standing at kineshold of the tent, squinting against
the bright morning sun, looking out into the stddsert landscape, holding a single
goatskin water bag and a loaf of bread that shevkrase a death sentence.

Taking in a deep breath, Hagar grasps Ishmael’d had starts walking through the
wilderness of Beersheba. They wander for daysfibditno hospitable place to settle.

When the last drop of water and last crumb of begadyone, Hagar is overcome with
panic and fear. She lets go of her child’s hankde &nnot stand to look at him. She
cannot to bear to witness his suffering. So ledmesunder a scrubby bush and walks
away.

How could she leave him to suffer alone?
How could she possibly stay and watch him suffer?

To understand Hagar, to receive what she can escohe have to get beneath the
surface of this story.

Hagar was a woman, a foreigner and a slave. Desm$ienated, separated from her
people. The Hebrew account calls her an Egyptiawvesyirl. The Muslim account places
Hagar in a royal line--daughter of Pharaoh. She gi@en by her father to Sarah and
Abraham. Banished from her family and her country.

Now, Hagar find herself banished again, exilech®wilderness. No more water; no
more food; no more options.

Except, of course, there is one more option: torandwhat lifehas given. The waning
days or hours with the flesh of her flesh are pmesi They hold the prospect of a joy that
only comes when mortality is undeniable.



But she cannot bear to do it. She cannot bearfteravith Ishmael. She cannot bear to
sit with him, her pain is too great.

So she turns away from him and sits far away.nm&ldolklore says she ran between two
hills back & forth, seven times.

In the literalism of the story, she is looking feater. But perhaps what she’s really
doing is running from the only thing that will rgakave her--the confrontation with self.

We all have done this, in one way or another. Starréble pain crashes into our life.
Our animal nature struggles to escape, to look aeygvbut right at the pain. Alcohol
works, sleeping pills, even reality TV—our cultduenishes a cornucopia of escapist
opportunities. We have all been in there, confediwith gut-wrenching pain, looking
for a way out instead of a way in.

Sometimes we will use other people as a wall tgpKesm facing our most painful truths.

We say, this child will protect me from a life @frleliness and give me the love I've
never had. This man or this woman will completeand make me happy. This job will
assure me of my worth.

But in the desert, where there is no hiding pladegre there is no way out, it is almost
impossible not to confront yourself.

When all that you know has evaporated, when everyon loved has gone, and you are
left utterly alone, you have nowhere to turn butdod your own heart.

But Hagar is not alone. She is some distance aws#yjot so far that she cannot see
Ishmael. Not so far that she cannot hear him. sthumd of his weeping reaches her.
She is startled. She has not heard him cry siacgds a baby. For years now, she has
only heard him complain, argue, insult, defy.

But when he was a baby, he was as sweet as héteewas Hagar’s first and only love.
When he was an infant, she even loved his crying.

This time, the sound of his cry slashes at herthaad it is torn open.
Her suffering pours out and with it her love ofrisdel, of even the final hours of
Ishmael.

And for the first time, her eyes are open. Godnsdeer eyes.
God, moving through the cries of her child, opeesdyes.

She sees in their extremes of their situationjdifdAND pain of being alive.



She cannot take away his pain, she cannot chaegsgttiation. But she can make sure he
is not alone. She can make sure that he knowsdma¢one sees him, that someone
hears him.

This is the noble affirmation of the human beingovidhalso part divine. It is the sharp
awareness of life‘s preciousness, even in, espgamlits waning hours.

As Hagar goes to Ishmael, she sees that he hagllgggng his heel into the dirt,
making an incision in the skin of the earth. Altte of water has begun to flow from it.
They are saved.

Ishmael grows to be leader of a great nation, ttedAation and Hagar, to this day, is
remembered as “mother of the people of the watbeafen.”

Father Henri Nowen says that wound can becomeraeofi enlargement and growth
and wholeness and even beauty. Wounds can béamnares! “by a constant willingness
to see one’s own pain and suffering as arising fiteendepth of the human condition
which we all share.” (from The Wounded Healdenri Nowen).

But how does one come to this willingness? By sihap By saying “Yes, | Shall.” It's
a choice about how to live one’s life.

Life is a package deal. You know this. It isntlaice between joy and sorrow, between
pleasure and pain. It is a choice between all @frtlor none of them. Rather than
opposites that cancel each other out, they aredhmplementary ingredients of a truly
fulfilling life.

The power in your life that allows your heart taeago great joy, the power that expands
your capacity to respond to the suffering of othex$ound in the same thing that wounds
you.

Ultimately it is a choice, and one can choose yo‘sa.” No, | Will Not, | cannot.

Some people have stopped reading the paper arn tstde news because it's too intense.
Too much.

| heard a story this weekend (at the Stacey P#¢twkshop, Tulsa, OK, 9/14/07), told by
Fred Craddock, a preacher’s preacher. He wasst gpeaker once at some church
somewhere in the South. During coffee hour a woapproached him to say hello.

“Are you a member of this congregation,” he asked h

“Oh no, she said, this is my first time in church.”

“You mean first time athis church?”

“No, | mean any church. This is the first churtrelever been to in my life.”

“Well, how was it for you?”

“To tell you the truth, it was a little scary. Eything here seems so important. And | try
to avoid things that are important.”



Yes, it is important for us to be willing to conftothe depths of our shared human
condition and to see our own pain reflected there.

Yes, it is important for us to make the recognitidrour suffering the starting point for
our service to the world.

Countless people have told me how they have cni¢nt of CNN, The New York
Times, an “Inconvenient Truth.”

They said, yes, | am willing to face the pain, &vé my heart broken by images of young
bodies blown apart in war.

| am willing to face my complicity in neglectingdlcries of the earth.

| am willing to let myself care about communitiesdeeply entrenched in conflict that |
know my efforts may not make any difference, and yell not turn away.

This is the time of year when billions and billiosisJews and Muslims are earnestly
practicing the best of their faith. It feels imfaort. The Book of Life will close in just 5
days, and the Night of Power, when all prayers becespecially powerful falls on
October 8th.

The air seems full of the sharp awareness of |fjeéziousness.

The Eternal One has set before us life and debgbsibgs and curses. Choose Life so
that you may live, you and your descendents. (Dentemy 30:19)

Amen
So may it be



