We were sharing “dad” stories with our daughter on Father’s Day and she remembers the time my dad, her Grampy, was heading out west to Pasco, Washington, to visit her cousins, but something was going on at our house that weekend, too – a graduation or a birthday or a confirmation – so Grampy said they’d just swing through Brookings on their way.  Jill remembers saying, “Um, Grampy…Brookings isn’t exactly on the way from Rapid City to the west coast!”  To which he laughed and replied, “Well, we’ll just back up and get a run at it!”

That’s sort of what we need to do today to understand our story.  We need to back up to chapter 16 and get a run at it!  We open with God keeping his promise. Sarah does indeed have a son who grows healthy and strong, and Abraham throws a party to celebrate his being weaned.  This would have been around 2 or three years old, and in those days, when many children didn’t survive infancy, it was a big deal!  

So there’s laughter and joy.  The child of the promise looks promising indeed.  And then we are plunged into what can only be described as a very troubling story.  To understand the significance, we need to back up and take a run at it…back up 16 or 17 years to a time when Sarah weren’t so strong in their faith, when God didn’t seem able to fulfill his promise of a son, so they took matters into their own hands.

Years have gone by, Sarah remains barren, and she takes the initiative to solve the problem.  Following a custom of the day, Sarah presents Abraham with her Egyptian slave.  Abraham goes along with the plan (did I mention that Hagar was young and beautiful?) and Abraham conceives a son by Hagar: his firstborn son, Ishmael.  
Now, Sarah and Hagar HAD been quite close.  Other commentary tells us that Sarah included Hagar when she had guests.  But, with the birth of Ishmael, things change.  Hagar’s position changes as does her demeanor toward Sarah.  Sarah, not surprisingly, resents this.  It doesn’t take much imagination on our parts to understand the tensions in this household!  Sarah had even kicked Hagar out once when she was pregnant, but an angel came to Hagar telling her to return and submit to Sarah.  She returned, we’re not sure about the submissive part, but somehow they get along for the next 16 years.
Okay, we have backed up 16 years; now let’s take a run at our text for today.  This is the less familiar story of Abraham and his son.  Not the story of the (almost) sacrifice of Isaac, but the story of Ishmael, Abraham’s firstborn, the son Abraham does lose.  In this lesson and in the parallel one coming up next week, Abraham is obedient – sacrificing or is willing to sacrifice a beloved son at God’s command, and God responds with love, God responds with blessing.  These are stories of obedience.  Our God has gone to great lengths – has given his own son as a sacrifice – to make it possible for the disobedient to be saved, but God reserves special blessings for those who are obedient.

Many people find this story a bit offensive.  It does seem to diminish both Abraham and Sarah in our sight, but the story is much larger than that.  It is a story about obedience and about great faith.
The truth is that Hagar and Ishmael were never really in any danger, but neither they nor Abraham knew that.  And that is what made it such a test of faith, and a forerunner of the even more difficult test to come.  Would Abraham give to God one so dear to his heart?  Abraham loves Ishmael…he was Abraham’s only son for 16 years!  He loves this boy!  And yet – when Sarah says they must go – and God agrees, Abraham personally takes them out to the desert with only a small amount of bread and water and sends them away.
What kind of a God is this?  Where was God on this day?  I heard that on the video about this story at adult forum last Sunday the question was asked, “Who is the most important character in the story?”  Some thought Abraham, some Sarah, until another one said, “No – it’s God.”  Right.  It’s God who sees that all is not well in this family.  God who sees that for both boys to receive their inheritance, one must leave.  God who calls Hagar and leads her to a well.  It is God, loving and caring for each one.

Imagining Abraham’s pain that day, we wonder…we think of those things and those people, so dear, so important to us, and we wonder…would we be willing to sacrifice those things.  The problem is, we’re not usually asked!  We just sometimes lose them: a child dies; we lose a job or our house or our health.  Will our faith sustain us in times like these?  Where is God in times like these?  He is the most important character in our stories, too…loving and caring for us, responding with grace and forgiveness when we mess up, but – when we respond with faith and obedience, blessings flow and God uses our disasters to bless us and to make us blessings to others.  This story is not just about Abraham and Sarah and Hagar and Ishmael…it’s about us, too.  
But it IS about Hagar and Ishmael.  They too, respond in obedience and faith.  God has promised Hagar that her son will be the father of a great nation, too.  Would that, could that have happened in Abraham’s household?  We are all pretty familiar with what life can be like in some blended households, in a family where there are children by more than one mother or more than one father.  The competition, the jealousy, the anger.  And, we can all identify with sibling rivalry, with the teasing and the taunting that goes on between a teenage son and a toddler.  This is not a perfect family.  Most of us know stories of families where it has gotten so bad that someone is kicked out.
The saddest, most tragic conflicts take place among family members – our own family members and families in the Bible. The Bible tells us several such stories: Cain and Abel, Joseph and his brothers, Moses’ brother and sister not liking who he married, David’s family after Bathsheba, even Jesus’ own family experienced some friction.   When I was at Wartburg, we studied all of the families of the Bible…all the dysfunctional families of the Bible…and God used them all!

So, maybe instead of seeing Sarah as a jealous, conniving shrew…and Abraham as a hen-pecked wimp (as many do in this story), we focus instead on the real hero of the story, on this loving God who sees what is going on, who could blame it all on them, after all, they are the ones who didn’t trust him, who took it into their own hands and created this mess.

But that’s not what God does.  And that’s what gives us hope when we disobey, when we make bad choices, when we mess up.  Where was God in this family disaster?  He was right in the middle of it, loving each one, blessing each one and keeping his promises to each one!

At my PRG meeting (did you know this is not just my sermon each time I preach?  I meet with a group of YOU and I bring you their insight and wisdom.  I call them my PRG=Preaching Response Group.  They also evaluate it afterwards, so if you want some input, too, just let me know!)
Anyway – at our meeting to discuss this text, someone said, “Yeah, but it’s so messed up in our society today!  Families really are a mess!”  True as that is, I would contend that it has always been that way.  Jesus, in Matthew 7, calls his a wicked and adulterous generation.  And look at these words:
“Why, do you think, is the world now so full of unfaithfulness, shame, misery and murder?  It is because everyone wishes to be his own master, be free from all authority, care nothing for anyone, and do whatever he pleases.”
Look at this quote, describing a selfish, sinful culture.  Who do you think said that?  Martin Luther…500 years ago!  Somehow I find that reassuring.  It helps me to believe that God loves us dearly, too.  We are given these stories, God gave us his son, we have all of scripture to reveal to us the nature of our God.
God loves us dearly.  Each and every one…the disobedient, the struggling, the wandering, the adulterous, and for each one he sent Jesus.  Jesus who brings forgiveness, salvation and new life.  And God dearly loves the obedient ones.  The ones who hear his word and try their best to love and obey.  For them, he promises to bless them and then to use them to bless others.

The Hagar and Ishmael story, so wicked sounding on its face, is a love story.  A story of Abraham’s love and obedience, a story of two mothers’ love for their sons, and a story of God who is nothing if he is not love.

God kept his promises to Abraham and Sarah.  But god also kept his promises to Hagar and Ishmael.  God saw that this family was struggling.  Those two boys growing up together was going to be a problem!  By sending them away, Hagar gains her freedom and Ishmael fathers a great nation.

We Christians don’t know this story very well, but Muslim world does!  In fact, one of the most memorable moments in the book the Faith Club, is when Priscilla, the Jewish mother, is talking to her rabbi about which children’s story to choose, she’s considering the Abraham and Isaac story, but says it is too scary and negative…and wasn’t there another son, Ishmael, who was banished to the desert?  And then she says, “Isn’t that when all the trouble started between the Muslims and the Jews?”  Later, re-telling that conversation to her new friends, Ranya, the Muslim mom, was totally taken aback.  “Banished!  Hagar and Ishmael banished?  We don’t see the story that way!  God was with Hagar & Ishmael, kept his promise to Ishmael, made him father of a great nation!”
Perhaps for us, today, this story can do a couple of things.  First to encourage us to examine the relationships within our own families…is forgiveness needed?  Reconciliation in order?  Do we find this faithful God on both sides of conflicted relationships?

And then, it challenges us to broaden our horizons toward those outside of our Christian community.  Hagar was a slave.  She and her son were outsiders.  Yet God appears to Hagar.  God’s loving care extends to people outside of the boundaries of what we might consider the “people of God.”  Arabs trace their ancestry back to Abraham through Ishmael.  Have God’s promises been fulfilled to Hagar & Ishmael through Arab descendants?  Is Islam their way of being in relationship with the God of their ancestors?  And…where is God in the conflicts among nations today?  

Great questions…great stories.  Only they are more than just stories.  They are our lens in to the heart of our God.  Our promise-making, promise keeping God.  Our loving God who comes to us even in the messes we make, with the desire of his heart being to bless us and make us a blessing to others.  Thanks be to God!
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