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For the last 2 years, I’ve been part of a group of 10 women pastors from IN-MI 
conference and Central District conference, who get together about 4 times a 
year to discuss a book we’ve read. We have deliberately chosen to read 
theologians who are not white men. Some of our richest, and most challenging, 
conversations have been reading womanist theologians—black women 
theologians who articulate a feminist theology that takes race into account. Their 
critique of feminism is that it is largely white, middle class women, whose 
theology doesn’t quite fit for women of colour. 
 
In May, we got together to discuss Delores S. Williams’ book, Sisters in the 
Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk. Williams looks at Hagar and her 
story through the eyes of African-American women coming out of a history of 
slavery. How has Hagar’s story been viewed and used by African slave women and 
African-American women? What does it have to say to women in situations where 
their choice and self-determination is limited? How might her story be a source of 
encouragement for all people who find themselves in situations where there 
appears to be no way out? 
 
Reading this book, and discussing it as a group of mostly white women was a 
difficult, stimulating and challenging experience! I was confronted with my own 
white-centric and middle-class-centric reading of the Bible. I was dismayed to 
realize I had never read the story of Abraham and Sarah from the perspective of 
what it meant to be Hagar. I had never read her story in light of the story of 
slavery.  
 
We have generally read this story as a story about Abram and Sarai and God’s call 
to them to leave their home, and promise that they would have a multitude of 
descendants. Abraham and Sarah are the main characters, and everyone else is a 
minor character. This story of Hagar is a twist in that plot; a story about how they 
didn’t trust in God’s promise in the midst of Sarah’s barrenness, but tried to take 
a short cut to heirs by having the slave girl, Hagar, bear a child. And in addition, 
we have typically viewed this story of Sarah and Hagar as a story of jealousy 
between 2 women, one who cannot have a child, and the other who is able to 
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conceive easily with the first woman’s husband. But to see it as a story of jealousy 
is to miss the realities of Hagar’s life as a slave woman and her utter 
powerlessness as a slave. The text says in Gen. 16:3, that Sarai gave Hagar to 
Abram as a wife, which might indicate an elevation in Hagar’s status. Certainly, 
the child she conceived would be elevated from slave to son. In that culture, Sarai 
could consider the child born of her female slave, her child. From the legal and 
moral standpoint of that time, this was perfectly normal and acceptable. It was 
also acceptable and normal for a wife who was childless, to give her female slave 
to her husband, in order to have a child. Female slaves were the property of their 
owners—in this case, Sarai—who had complete control and freedom over them 
to do as they wished. It was not unusual at the time, for female slaves to be 
rented out as concubines. The word used to describe Hagar, however, would 
indicate that she was “a virgin, dependent maid who served the mistress of the 
house.” (Williams, p. 17) It would appear that Sarai had not subjected Hagar to 
this treatment; until now, when she is given to Abram.  
 
This act created tension between these 2 women; the text doesn’t indicate 
tension existing before this event, nor does it tell us why there is tension now, 
only that after she conceives, Hagar looks at Sarai with contempt. We have 
assumed it is because Hagar is able to conceive, and Sarai isn’t. But it could be 
that because Sarai had protected Hagar from rape in the past that she had some 
status among the female slaves, and now she felt betrayed by Sarai at being 
forced to lose her virginity, which would result in a loss of status among the other 
slaves when her pregnancy became obvious. 
 
Hagar is given to Abram as his wife, but when Sarai gets angry at how Hagar is 
looking at her, Abram gives Hagar back to Sarai, saying she can do with her as she 
wishes. The treatment Sarai subjects the pregnant Hagar to must have been 
difficult—the Hebrew verb used is the same as the one used in Exodus to describe 
the suffering of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt (Williams, p. 19)—for Hagar runs away 
from Sarai, into the wilderness. This is no place for a pregnant woman with no 
food or shelter, but it must have seemed like a better alternative than Sarai’s 
treatment. 
 
There in the wilderness, God finds Hagar and appears to her. There in the 
wilderness, God calls her name, and asks where she has come from, and where 
she is going. She admits to running away from her mistress. And then God says 
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the most unexpected thing: Go back to your mistress and submit to her. Is this the 
God who will liberate the Hebrew slaves in a few hundred years? Is this the God 
of freedom and peace who is here telling an abused slave to return to her slave-
owner? What must it have felt like to be Hagar, and be told to return to captivity, 
after having freed herself? 
 
God’s words continue: I will so greatly multiply your offspring that they cannot be 
counted for multitude.” These words sound vaguely similar to those offered to 
Abram in chapter 13: “I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth; so that 
if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted.”  
 
And more: “’Now you have conceived and shall bear a son; you shall call him 
Ishmael,’ for the Lord has given heed to your affliction.” This sounds so much like 
other birth announcements with which we are familiar. Maybe there is more 
going on here than seemed obvious initially. Here we have a slave woman, 
pregnant, alone and vulnerable in the wilderness, and a God who has told her to 
go back to her mistress. And we have a promise similar to the one Abram 
received and a birth announcement that will be echoed thousands of years in the 
future to another vulnerable woman. 
 
If we look at Hagar’s response, we also see something amazing. She experiences 
this encounter with God as a holy moment. She names the Lord who spoke to her, 
El-roi, the God who sees. She has been seen by God—Wilma Bailey points out 
that rather than the usual translation of, “Have I really seen God and remained 
alive after seeing him,” another translation could be, “Have I not gone on seeing 
after he saw me!” (Bailey, “Hagar: A Model for an Anabaptist Feminist?” Mennonite Quarterly 

Review, 68,2, 1994, p. 220) It isn’t so much about Hagar seeing God—for no one can see 
God and live—but about God seeing Hagar. This slave-woman, who is mistreated 
by her owner, pregnant and vulnerable in the wilderness, has been seen by God. 
She has been seen by God, named—“Hagar, where are you going?”, and given a 
promise—you will be the mother of multitudes. It is no small thing to be seen by 
God. 
 
And because she has been seen by God, she is able to return to her mistress. 
Delores Williams, in trying to make sense of this God who sends Hagar back, 
suggests that God is concerned about Hagar’s survival, and the survival of her son, 
and that is why God sends her back. (p. 21) Because of her circumstance, because 
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she is so vulnerable, if she is to see God’s promise fulfilled, then she needs to 
return to her slave-owner. For in spite of the mistreatment, the resources that 
Abram has to offer are her and her son’s best chance of survival. 
 
We may also see the birth announcement about the kind of life Ishmael will lead, 
as a kind of curse: “he will be a wild ass of a man, with his hand against everyone, 
and everyone’s hand against him; and he shall live at odds with all his kin.” But 
what it tells Hagar is that she will survive, and her offspring will be free. “The 
promise and the birth announcement are connected. The promise assures 
survival,” and the birth announcement shows how that survival will happen. 
(Williams, p. 22) If she waits long enough in service to Sarai, then Ishmael will be 
old enough to help in providing a way for them to live on their own. God may not 
be a God of liberation in this story, but God is a God who sees and wants Hagar’s 
survival and quality of life for her offspring. And returning to Abram and Sarai is 
the way for this to happen. Ishmael needs to be born in Abram’s household, so 
that he will inherit from Abram. 
 
And if it isn’t enough that God has seen Hagar, the meaning of Ishmael’s name is 
“God will hear”. On days when Hagar doubts her encounter with God and God’s 
promises to her; on days when the reality of slave life is almost unbearable, the 
name of her son will be a constant reminder of her encounter with God—God 
sees, and God’s presence with her: God hears. 
 
Moving on to chapter 21 shows the passing of time, although the 2 stories, from 2 
different traditions of recounting the history of Israel, differ on some of the 
details, like how old Ishmael is. According to the intervening stories that tell us of 
Abram’s age, Ishmael is 13 when God appears again to Abram, changes his and 
Sarai’s names, and promises that Sarah will conceive. When Isaac is born, Ishmael 
is 14, so it is probably in the year or so after that, that our passage begins, at the 
celebration Abraham held when Isaac was weaned. 
 
The story here begins with Sarah noticing “the son of Hagar”—he is not named 
here—playing with Isaac. The Hebrew doesn’t actually have Isaac’s name here; 
the meaning of Isaac is ‘laughter’, and this verse has the Hebrew verb for laugh, 
so it is a play on words—Ishmael was “isaacing” or laughing. He’s a teenage boy; 
he was likely laughing and joking and enjoying the party; perhaps he was even 
entertaining his little brother, in a teenage boy sort of way, which sometimes can 
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look like torment. In any case, Sarah sees this, and becomes angry, demanding 
that Abraham “cast out this slave woman—Hagar doesn’t have a name—with her 
son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.”  
 
It leaves us to wonder if Sarah had never claimed this son as her own. The distress 
Abraham feels at Sarah’s demand indicates that Abraham has seen Ishmael as his 
son all along; the thought of casting him and Hagar out is distressing to him. But 
God appears to him, reassures him that Isaac is the one through whom the 
offspring will come, and tells him to do whatever Sarah asks of him. “Do not be 
distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman…I will make a 
nation of him also, because he is your offspring.” Was the distress Abraham was 
feeling due to the inheritance aspect of casting Ishmael and Hagar out, or was it 
due to his concern about how they would survive? It seems harsh to cast them 
out—we know there is wilderness outside of the Abraham’s household; Hagar has 
been here before. Abraham’s concern should be for her survival. And frankly, 
God’s concern should be for her survival as well! Coming to terms with a God who 
directs Abraham to do what Sarah asks him to do is troubling. 
 
Abraham gave Hagar and Ishmael bread and water, and sends them on their way. 
This is where the traditions collide, for it says that Hagar put the bread and water, 
along with the child, on her shoulder and departed. It would be pretty hard to put 
a teenage boy on her shoulder. And the following verses, where she leaves the 
child under a bush and removes herself, also indicates a younger child. We don’t 
know exactly how old Ishmael is, but he is likely not a small child; probably a 
young teenager, not quite old enough to find food on his own, but old enough to 
help. 
 
Hagar knows her vulnerability, here in the wilderness. Abraham’s rations do not 
last long; the boy is crying from hunger and thirst, and this breaks her heart—
what parent could listen to their child die of starvation? What is interesting is that 
Hagar lifts up her voice and weeps, but it is the voice of the boy that God hears—
Ishmael, God will hear. The angel of the Lord appears again to Hagar, tells her not 
to be afraid, and shows her what she must do in order to live—“lift up the boy 
and hold him fast with your hand.” Again, the promise is given that he will be a 
great nation.  
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Again, in the midst of desperation, despair and hopelessness, God hears and 
answers, repeating the promise, which instills hope. And upon hearing, God, who 
has seen Hagar and heard Ishmael, opens Hagar’s eyes so that she can see a way 
to survive. She is able to see what she could not before, that close by, is a well of 
water. 
 
God, while not liberating her, has twice now shown that her survival is of utmost 
importance. God, who did not liberate her, has given her a way to survive where 
there was previously no way. God, who has seen Hagar, gives her new vision to 
see resources for her survival where she had seen none before. (Williams, p. 5)  
 
Delores Williams points out that “Hagar’s situation is congruent with many 
African-American women’s predicament of poverty, sexual and economic 
exploitation, surrogacy, domestic violence, homelessness, rape, motherhood, 
single-parenting, ethnicity and meetings with God. Many black women, [she says,] 
have testified that ‘God helped them make a way out of no way.’ They believe 
God is involved not only in their survival struggle, but that God also supports their 
struggle for quality of life, which ‘making a way’ suggests.” (p. 5-6) 
 
Wilma Bailey, in an article on Hagar as a model for Anabaptist feminism, says that 
we need role models like Hagar, who despite difficult and near impossible 
situations, is not a passive recipient of abuse; who is in situations, like 
motherhood and servanthood she did not choose, but makes the choice she can 
make—to survive, “which was perhaps the best revenge in a society that would 
annihilate her and her son.” (Bailey, “Hagar: A Model for an Anabaptist Feminist?” Mennonite 

Quarterly Review, 68,2, 1994, p. 228) We need to hear from the victim of the victims, to 
see how they have survived and how they have experienced God in the midst of 
oppression and maintained their faith in a God who sees and hears. 
  
This story also causes us to examine our images of God. Do our images of God 
reflect our white, middle class life experience, where God is predictable and 
always works for liberation and freedom? We long to believe in and worship a 
God who liberates the oppressed and frees the captive. Many of our biblical 
stories give us a picture of this God. Jesus embodied this God whose concern was 
for the victim and the oppressed. But the story of Hagar, and the story of many 
others throughout history, is a story of people caught in cycles of violence, 
poverty and oppression from which there is no end, no liberation, no freedom. 
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What do we do with these stories? And with this God, who seems to be in direct 
contrast to our image of the liberating God? What do we do with a God who says, 
“Go back to your mistress?” 
 
Again, Hagar shows us the way in these situations where we see no way. The 
story of Hagar reminds us that God is present in every situation; and more than 
that, that God is at work in every situation, making a way where there is no way; 
working for survival and quality of life, even in the most difficult and hopeless of 
situations. Hagar was seen by God, and that made all the difference. To be seen 
by God is to be named and given the courage to choose survival against all odds. 
God saw and heard and that meant life and survival.  
 
We worship this God of Hagar, who sees and hears, and makes a way out of no 
way. And that makes all the difference. 


