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(NRSV)
14 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.

 15 When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes.

 16 Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot; for she said, "Do
not let me look on the death of the child."  And as she sat opposite him, she lif ted up her voice and wept.
 
17 And 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.

18 Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with your hand, for I wil l make a great nation of him."

19 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. 

20 God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and became an expert with the bow.

21 He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a wife for him from the land of Egypt.

This morning marks the second in a six part “Survival Guide” for 2006. We are considering some of the
wilderness stories in the Old and New Testament. In the Bible, wilderness is often where God takes God’s
people because God has something to say and to teach. 

The Biblical story before us is a curious story of jealousy, despondency, abandonment and rejection.
Abraham had in effect two wives and now two sons. Actually Sarah was his wife and Hagar was their slave. As
a sidebar, it is important to point out that Muslims trace their heritage back to Hagar’s son Ishmael, believing
that Abraham was asked to sacrifice him, not Isaac. Muslims are the biblical cousins to Jews.

Let’s get into the story: As early as verse 8 we see the signs of tension between Sarah and Hagar. Sarah
now wants no part of this slave and her son sharing the household. Somebody has to go, and Sarah is going
nowhere. Abraham is forced to take the final solution against Hagar. He gave her bare provisions for survival.
The bread and the skin of water, “along with the child” were placed upon Hagar’s shoulder, and she was
dismissed, presumably on foot. 

The wilderness where Hagar is banished is a lethal context. This was no traipsing in the park for Hagar.
She was not going to be met by a forest ranger and neither were there clearly marked trails for her journey.
Essentially, Hagar was doomed to a purposeless, hopeless journey, for she and her son Ishmael have been cast
away.

This is worth a pause.

Have you ever been to the wilderness? Have you ever been to a place where there is no purpose, no
meaning? Have you ever found yourself in a land of despondency, of quiet resignation? My hunch is that we
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have all been there at some time. My conviction is that we minister within a world groping in a wilderness of
sorts, devoid of purpose. Yet the believing community is the meaning-making community. I submit to you that
in the Bible there is meaning in wilderness, and it is no less true for us today.

Back to the story: Verse 15 suggests her dismissal was indeed a death sentence, for the water is gone,
and she perceives that there is nothing left but to die. In dying she could not bear to witness the death of her
child. While some translations state that Hagar “left the boy,” it literally reads to cast or to fling. The
impression is one of desperate resignation. Life, even flesh of her flesh, had become repulsive to her. In the
very next verse we hear the ache in Hagar’s voice, “Do not let me look on the death of the child." She then
“lifted up her voice and wept.”

Hagar’s voice is lifted up, but God hears the voice of the boy. The boy is not named in this passage. We
learn in chapter 16 that his name is Ishmael. Names in the Bible nearly always have significance. Sarah means
laughter. Jacob means trickster, and he was later renamed Israel which means “strives with God.”  The name
Ishmael means “God hear,” which is what our story is about this morning. Why does God hear the boy, but
presumably does not hear Hagar? Whatever the reason, God responds and dispatches a messenger to
communicate with Hagar. This is the second time an angel appears to Hagar in distress in the wilderness. In the
first appearance (16:11ff) God’s messenger came to instruct Hagar and announce that she would give birth to a
son that she was to name Ishmael. In this encounter the messenger comes to comfort her and in turn God “opens
her eyes.” Hagar could not look at what seemed to be the imminent death of her boy, but God provided a new
vision, and in turn their thirst was quenched.

Something happened there in the wilderness. In this place of desolation, the context for death was
transformed into sacred space. What should have been terminal became life-bearing. And so, what can you and
I discover and learn from this story when we find ourselves in the wilderness? How can wilderness really be
sacred space where we may survive and thrive?

For Hagar wilderness became sacred space because it was first a place of:

Transition

Studies of biblical wilderness easily identify its peripheral role, existing on the borders of civilization.
Wilderness proves to be periphery for Hagar as well. She separates herself (In the first narrative of chapter 16
she flees; in the second she is sent) from the familiar surroundings of Abraham’s household, enters into the
wilderness (in the first narrative for refuge; in the second, to die) as a transitional phase where old ways of
relating more or less die, and she reincorporates into a new way of relating or being.   For Hagar, the space of 1

wilderness was a threshold of sorts– that is, a place of transition where she was “betwixt and between” both
time and space.  

 
I would like to suggest that there come times in all of our lives where we live in seasons of transitions –

betwixt and between if you will. Many of you are going through transitional times now. I imagine there are
many parents out here this morning who have shared a few tearful goodbyes as their children headed back to
college. The house once so full of life and noise and scattered clothes is now oddly, strangely quiet. 

When you live long enough you discover that life is punctuated with times of transition: moving; death
of a parent; unemployment; a mysterious illness. I have sat with so many church members, holding hands when
life became a wilderness.

We want constancy and predictability, do we not? That is the great sigh of most of us after the holidays
– let’ s get back to routine! But life is anything but routine. More often than not we find ourselves in transitions
where the old ways of relating are dying or dead and the future is still unknown. Wilderness. After Israel left
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Egypt but before they entered the land of promise, Israel dwelt in the wilderness, that sacred space of transition
where God had some new realties. 

When we find ourselves in the wilderness may we pay attention. Things can be learned and new
possibilities can be realized. God has something to teach us. One of the things that God has to teach us is the
second thing that Hagar learned.

For Hagar wilderness became sacred space because it was not only a place of transition, but also:

Provision

In the wilderness Hagar was assured the provision of a future. The wilderness was not going to be
permanent. Of course at the time she could not see a future at all. She was certain she and her son were going to
die. Who could blame Hagar? We have heard this before – the wilderness in the Bible is barren and desolate.
Last week we heard how the Israelites were convinced they were led out in the wilderness by Moses to die.
Here Hagar has given up; she flings her son beneath a bush because she cannot bear to see him die.   

But where Hagar heard only voices of grief, God “hears” the hope. “Do not fear, for God has heard the
voice of the boy where he is. Arise, lif t up the boy, and hold him by the hand; for I will make a great nation of
him" (21:17-18).

So when we find God, or as this text illustrates, when God finds us we realize that the terminal nature of
our wilderness is merely an open door for a new future.

Over the years I have had the pleasure of working with scouts, first as a volunteer when one of my sons
was a part of the cub scouts and also because I have served churches that hosted scout troops. Once a scout
leader was telling me that he was taking his pack on a camping trip where other scout troops would be joining
them. They arrived, set up camp and come evening were going to join with the other troops for vespers –
evening worship. He said one of his cub scouts – new to the troop – became highly agitated to the point of tears
and was refusing to go. The scout leader said he pulled him aside to see if he could figure out what was going
on.

When the scout finally calmed down he said that he had never been to church in all of his life - 11 years
old and never set foot in church! He figured that God was an angry God and he was afraid. Imagine that, even
though he had never been in church or any place for worship, he already had the impression that God was out to
get him.

You know something? Little boys like that grow up and with fear;  they look over their shoulder
thinking that there is no future, sentencing their lives wilderness with no hope for God’s provision. 

Do you think we can communicate a larger picture of God for those – like this little scout – who feel as
though only death comes in the wilderness? Can we provide space for a future for those who feel cut off? I hope
so. Because not only is wilderness the sacred space for transition and provision, but…for Hagar wilderness
became sacred space of:

Presence. Hagar found the very presence of God when no one else could be found.  This cannot be
understated, for Hagar is the first person in the Bible to encounter God where wilderness is explicitly stated.
This is not an accidental or irrelevant detail. Later one will read of Moses, Elijah, and Jeremiah encountering
God in the wilderness, but in Genesis 16 and 21 the reader is first introduced to the divine possibilities of
wilderness. In both stories Hagar encountered a messenger of Yahweh, but the implication is clear: there in the
desolation of wilderness she encountered God.
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of symbols and behaviors manifested in religious phenomena of transition.

Remember how in the first observation I said it is important for us to pay attention when we find
ourselves in the wilderness of transition? Why? Because God is right there in our midst.

But think of the implications for the church which is to be the body of Christ in the world. We can offer
a presence of God for those in their wilderness.

Let me tell you about an experience I had several years ago in downtown Atlanta. The place is called the
“Whiteford Community.” It has struggled for decades with poverty and its associates: crime, hopelessness,
death. It is a very real wilderness. Some people came together and decided they were going to do something
about this little community of two square miles.

The director of the community was sharing the story of intercepting a third grader selling drugs for a
dealer. When he asked the dealer how does he get through to these young boys the dealer responded: “The
churches are only open on Sunday and Wednesday. Your center closes every afternoon at two. I am here
everyday, 24/7.”

The church has to be there for people 24/7 if we are hoping to demonstrate a different kind of presence
for those lost in the wilderness. Jesus said in Matthew 5:16, “ Let your light shine.”  Ours is not an occasional or
seasonal light to cast. We have something to share with  greater Augusta today and every day. Let your light
shine for those who find themselves in the thick of transition and do not know where to go. Let your light shine
to those who see only death before them where a future cannot be imagined. Let your light shine that people
may realize the very presence of God amidst their own wilderness.

Now in order for our light to shine even in the wilderness we need provisions for the journey. And the
wilderness we discover is where God does much of the feeding. Before we close the story we read of God’s
provision to Hagar and son where they are given strength for the journey. As we gather around these tables and
prepare to receive bread and cup,  we do so knowing that the provisions of Christ will see us through all our
wildernesses. 

Here at First Baptist we practice open communion. This table is open for all our members and guests
who call on Jesus as Lord and Savior. If you are his, then all of this is yours.

The Scripture quotations contained herein (unless otherwise noted) are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the
Division of Chri stian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Chri st in the U.S.A.  Used by permission.  All rights reserved.
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