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1 Incline your ear, O Lord, and answer me, for I am poor and needy. 2 Preserve my life, 
for I am devoted to you; save your servant who trusts in you. You are my God; 3 be 
gracious to me, O Lord, for to you do I cry all day long. 4 Gladden the soul of your 
servant, for to you, O Lord, I lift up my soul. 5 For you, O Lord, are good and forgiving, 
abounding in steadfast love to all who call on you. 6 Give ear, O Lord, to my prayer; listen 
to my cry of supplication. 7 In the day of my trouble I call on you, for you will answer me.  
(Ps. 86:1-7 NRSV) 
 
8 The child (Isaac) grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day 
Isaac was weaned.  9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne 
to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. 10 So she said to Abraham, "Cast out this slave 
woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son 
Isaac." 11 The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. 12 But God 
said to Abraham, "Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave 
woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that 
offspring shall be named for you. 13 As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a 
nation of him also, because he is your offspring." 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 lifted 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 will 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.  (Gen. 
21:8-21 NRSV) 
 

1 
 Why can't we get along?  It is one of the major global conundrums…why can't Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims live together in peace? 
 I am well aware there are no easy answers.  But it may be that at least some of the 
hostility between these three cousin religions goes back to bogus and misleading 
assumptions.  At some level adherents of each religion have laid sole claim to God's 
blessing and promise…but in order to do that they have ignored the places in the Bible 
where God blessed the other.  The result of this maneuver has led to years and years and 
years of animosity, ill-will, and violence.   
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 Overcoming millennia of religious tension and hostility will not come easily.  But 
dividing walls are removed one stone at a time.  And so I think it behooves us to name 
where our impressions and treatment of the faithful of other monotheistic traditions are 
based on mistaken assumptions.  Surely it would be a worthy witness for people of faith to 
do our best to listen to one another in the hope that the God of us all may lead us into the 
way of peace. 

2 
 We talk about three religions - Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  But let us not 
forget there are many variations within each of these religions.  You can't say all Jews are 
like this…or all Christians think this…or all Muslims behave in this way.  Within each of 
these religions you find moderate, conservative, fundamentalist, or progressive elements. 
 Take Islam.  Shia and Sunni have a hard time agreeing the other is truly Muslim.  
And ISIS, a radical Sunni militant group, claims they alone represent the true Islamic faith.  
Within Judaism you have Reformed, Orthodox, and Conservative branches and off-shoots 
from all three.  Within Christianity there are far too many alternatives to name…each 
claiming to have a corner on the truth.1 
 Why so much animosity…why so little agreement…why so many opinions when 
we all trace our heritage back to Abraham?  Upon that we can all agree.  But then we go 
separate ways…usually very separate ways.  

3 
 The text before us this morning provides one window into the puzzle.  It’s a 
troubling text…a troubling story.  It is one of those stories that makes me wonder why the 
biblical writers ever chose to include it in the canon of scripture.  What were the writers 
thinking?  Where they implying injustice is appropriate?  Where they suggesting God 
approves favoritism?  Or were they making a point we have completely misunderstood? 
 First, let's look at the story.  Abraham and Sarah had been married for many years.  
God had promised them they would be the parents of a great and mighty nation – indeed, 
that all the world would be blessed through them.  One problem.  Sarah was barren.  She 
could not become pregnant…which threw God's grand promise into question. 
 Despairing of herself producing the heir God had promised Abraham, Sarah gave 
her maidservant Hagar to Abraham with the hope she might produce a child for them.  So 
with Sarah’s blessing, Hagar and Abraham conceived.  But even though it had been her 
idea, Sarah could not suppress her resentment over Hagar’s good fortune.2 
 Fearful of Sarah's contempt, Hagar fled into the wilderness…where an angel of the 
Lord found her by a spring.  The angel told her to return to Sarah and submit to her…that 
the Lord was going to make a great nation of her son.3  Hagar named the place Beer-lahai-
roi (pronounced "be`er lakhay ro`i"). 
 And so Hagar returned to Sarah and bore a son who was given the name Ishmael.  
When the lad was fifteen-years-old Sarah and Abraham received the surprise of their lives.  
God said Sarah would become pregnant.  Scripture tells us she was an old woman.  
Legend has it she was 80 years old.  To become pregnant at that age would be a surprise, 
wouldn’t you say? 
 But sure enough, Sarah conceived.  After Isaac was born Sarah began to consider all 
sorts of things she never supposed she would consider.  Most importantly she began to 
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worry her son was not in line to inherit the family blessing.  She feared the older child, 
Ishmael, may someday lay claim to his rights as the senior male progeny in such a manner 
as to exclude Isaac.4  
 Afraid and jealous, she said to her husband Abraham, “Get rid of the Egyptian 
slave woman and her son, for that boy will never share the inheritance with my son Isaac."  
 The text is clear that Abraham was greatly distressed by Sarah’s request.  He loved 
both boys.  He didn’t want to banish his elder son.  But Sarah was the queen of the harem.  
What she said, went.   
 Concerned over what Sarah asked of him, Abraham sought God's guidance in the 
matter…and God assured Abraham he would tend to Ishmael – indeed, that Ishmael 
would become the founder of a great nation.   

4 
 Early in the morning after God granted Abraham assurances about Ishmael, 
Abraham took some food and a skin of water and gave them to Hagar. Then he sent her 
off with his son, and she wandered in the desert of Beersheba.   
 When the water Abraham had given her was gone, Hagar put the child under a 
bush.  This is odd because Ishmael was eighteen years old.5   
 But for the sake of the story, Hagar put Ishmael under a bush…then went off and sat 
down nearby, for she thought, "I cannot watch the boy die."  And she began to sob. 
Forsaken and isolated from the life she knew, the banished Hagar waited in the wilderness 
of Beersheba for the inevitable and tragic outcome. 
 But God heard in the wilderness.  It is worth noting that the name "Ishmael" means 
"God has listened."  To what did God listen?  Hagar’s grief. "What troubles you, Hagar?"  
God asked.  "I cannot bear to watch this child die," Hagar lamented.   
 She spoke her grief aloud, thinking no one was near to hear…thinking not a single 
person was nearby.  But she was not alone after all. Someone was there.  Someone had 
heard her weeping.  The "absent" God was present in her misery.  
 "Do not be afraid," the voice said to Hagar. "Open your eyes. I have heard the child, 
and I know the child's sufferings.”  God heard Ishmael’s wailing cries…and because God 
hears, the story takes us from the empty water skin and the threat of death to God's well of 
water and the promise of life. 
 “Comfort him,” the angel said.  “Hold him fast with your hand for I will make a 
great nation of him.  Open your eyes. There is water for him.  See the well and give him a 
drink." Then God opened Hagar's eyes, and she saw a well of water.  She filled the skin 
with water and gave her son a drink.  And they both lived to see another day…in fact, the 
story says God was with the boy as he grew. 

5 
 That's the story...at least that is the story at face value.  We have been led to think 
Isaac went his own way and Ishmael went his own way.  Judaism and Christianity trace 
their history through Isaac back to Abraham.  Islam traces its history through Ishmael back 
to Abraham.   
 The assumption behind all of this is that Isaac and Ishmael were mortal enemies 
because Abraham loved Isaac more than he loved Ishmael…that we are dealing with 
classic sibling rivalry.  The assumption is that the sons and daughters of Isaac want to be 
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able to claim they alone are the ones Abraham really loved…that they alone are the 
inheritors of Abraham's blessing and promise.6  The assumption is that we are meant to be 
mortal enemies because Isaac and Ishmael were mortal enemies. 
 But the biblical account does not bear this out.  According to the biblical account 
Abraham loved both boys.  There is never the first indication that Abraham favored the 
one over the other.  The biblical writers, though, leave us wondering what to make of the 
way the story of Ishmael is told and the way they told the story of what is known as the 
sacrifice of Isaac.7 
 The story of the binding of Isaac is notable for its complete absence of emotion.  
God commands that Abraham sacrifice his son Isaac, Abraham obeys, Isaac joins him on 
the journey to the place of sacrifice, Abraham prepares the alter, binds his son and lifts his 
knife, then an angel says, "Stop."  Throughout the ordeal Abraham says nothing.8  
 The story of Ishmael and Hagar languishing in the desert was saturated with 
emotion.  There is weeping.  God hears the weeping.  There is a pathos in the telling of the 
story of Ishmael that is rare in the biblical prose.  There seems to be no doubt the narrative 
was written to enlist sympathy in a way the story of Isaac was not.  I'm not quite sure what 
to make of that difference…but it seems to me the writers want us to understand God 
loves Isaac and Ishmael.9 
 There are several other things I want you to think about that may help reframe the 
animus the sons and daughters of Isaac have toward the sons and daughters of Ishmael.  
First, when Abraham dies, his two sons buried him.10  Together Isaac and Ishmael bury 
their father.  We have assumed that from early childhood Isaac and Ishmael lived separate 
lives…Isaac with Abraham and Sarah and Ishmael with Hagar…that there was no contact 
between them.  How, then, did mortal enemies come together for their father's funeral? 
 The second thing I want you to think about is this.  After Sarah's death, Isaac was 
living in a place called Beer-lahai-roi.  Remember where we encountered that name 
before?  The place Hagar first fled into the desert to escape Sarah's wrath.  Beer-lahai-roi is 
the place of Hagar…and that is where Isaac was living.11   
 A third thing I want you to think about comes to us from Rabbi Jonathan Sacks.  
From 1991-2013 he served as Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the 
Commonwealth of Great Britain.  He is Templeton Prize winning writer and author of 
more than 30 books. 
 Rabbi Sacks believes Abraham and Isaac never made peace with Hagar and Ishmael 
being banished.  As long as Sarah was alive, though, they could do nothing about it.  But 
once Sarah was no longer alive, they could engage in an act of reconciliation.12 
 And so, after Sarah's death Isaac was on a mission to reunite Hagar and Abraham.  
Genesis 25 tells us that Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah, who bore 
him six sons.13  Rabbi Sacks asks what we naturally ask - "Who was Keturah?"  Sacks, 
along with a long line of Jewish rabbinical literature known as "Midrash" wonders if 
Keturah was Hagar.  Ultimately we do not know…but it is a reasonable conclusion since 
Abraham never wanted Hagar to be sent away in the first place. 

6 
 I want to end where I began…wondering why it is that we can't seem to get along?  
Why can't Jews, Christians, and Muslims live together in peace?   
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 I suspect at least part of the answer lies in the fact we have understood the story of 
Isaac and Ishmael to be a story about sibling rivalry…about how the younger brother 
displaces the older.  But beneath the surface, it may be the counter-narrative that can help 
us reshape our relationship with one another.   
 Both Isaac and Ishmael were beloved sons of Abraham…both were blessed by their 
father and by God.  The two half-brothers stood side-by-side at their father's grave.  There 
was affection, not hostility, between them.  Their futures diverged, but there relationship 
was not conflicted…nor did they compete for God's affections because God's affections 
encompassed them both.14 
 What if faithfulness to God means learning to live together in peace? 
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