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Where one door shuts, another one opens. I am not sure that I 

really believe that! The idea that there is always an alternative 

path to follow is not the experience of many in the world.  It 

seems to me that so  many people have either nowhere else to 

go, from experiences we can’t begin to comprehend; those 

trapped by poverty (child prostitution in Brazil) or violence 

(bombed out districts of Damascus only 20 minutes away from 

the presidential palace)and  if they can escape, it is certainly not 

their choice to undertake the journey, and it is a path that 

neither you and I would wish to travel; it is often the path of the 

refugee, fleeing from civil war in Iraq, from cities like Mosel, to 

makeshift camps, and that is to name just one nation in turmoil. 

Where one door shuts, for many it remains firmly closed, and 

what is life like, growing up and living with constant fear, 

despair and a sense of hopelessness. But they are resilient 

people and they will do what they can to protect their children. 

What seems to be an irrelevant story in the Old Testament, 

encapsulates the emotions of a father, seeking to protect his 

son, with the bitterness and jealously of a wife and the despair 

of those sent off into the desert.  The background is a messy 

family arrangement, in which Sarah, the elderly wife of 

Abraham, had agreed that her husband could sleep with their 

Egyptian slave girl Hagar. At that time, she believed that she 

would not be able to bear any children, so how could the great 

promise of God to her husband Abraham be fulfilled, that he 

would become the father of many nations.  

Abraham agrees, and excludes Ishmael from family and 

promise, but remember, it is Sarah’s idea, and so Hagar has a 

son, who is named Ishmael. Later on, there is the miracle of the 

birth of Isaac, who would become one of the great patriarchs of 

Israelite history, but for that to happen, this seemingly 

inconsequence episode in the family life of Abraham and Sarah 

needs takes place.  

Out of Sarah’s jealousy, for she naturally wants her son to 

inherit, she says to Abraham; send the slave girl and her son 

away. This was in effect was a death sentence on two innocent 

people, never mind lethal injection or electric chair, there is no 

way that mother and son could survive in the harsh climate of 

the desert! These were nomadic people, miles from anywhere, 

and Abraham knew that. The door seemed to be closing on the 

life of Hagar and Ishmael. We have a wife scheming for her son 

and this would happen again; later on, Rebecca, Isaac’s wife, 

who would scheme with her son Jacob to get Isaacs blessing, 

instead of the older son Esau. The real emotion is to feel the 

pain of a father racked with anguish, who wants to protect his 

own son.  Having said that, and in spite of his protests, what 

Abraham does is uphold a cruel demand of faith to maintain 

God’s promise of nationhood. 



Where is natural justice in this story? I know whose side I am 

coming down on! This story is a strange mix of God’s cruelty, 

love and promise.  

The story then tells us that is it the hand of God that opens the 

door to an alternative future for Hagar and Ishmael and in a real 

sense, everyone’s a winner, well almost. Sarah gets rid of Hagar 

and her child, Isaac would claim the promises of God; and 

Abraham, although losing a son, knows his life ill be spared, and 

notice the parallel promise given by God to Abraham about 

Ishmael, he too, as your son, would become the father of a 

great nation, so Abraham sends them away. No parents should 

be asked to send their child away. Feel his pain, as any mother 

or father would feel in giving their children, maybe for adoption 

or taken away, for their safety, maybe to never see them again.  

It does not matter if this story is history or myth. The point is, 

the people of God could look back to the moment when God 

choose alternative paths between the people of God, who 

would become Israel, descended from Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob, and the people, descended from Ishmael, who would 

become the nation of Ishmaelites. Interestingly, like Jacob, 

Ishmael would also have twelve sons. So for Hagar and Ishmael, 

their of despair leads to nationhood, it had a positive outcome. 

For them a door to an alternative future was opened by God.  

We have all been a part of this story, at some point in our lives. 

Feelings of jealousy about what other people have got out of 

life; the feelings and the need to protect loved ones; parents 

still send their children out into the world and wonder and hope 

they will survive and stand on their own two feet; there are 

those desert moments of  life, with their feelings of despair and 

hopelessness and  wondering what is going to happen next or 

the feeling you just can’t go on, when life seems too tough and 

too difficult. There is the heart breaking reality of life when 

parents know their child will not survive an accident or illness or 

violent death and have to live with that for the rest of their 

lives. 

But the story ends with the intervention of God. That has 

happened to all of us; but only you can really describe what that 

was, and often God’s interventions are beyond the description 

of our human words. God enters our world in miracle and in 

mystery, to offer his love, his peace, his strength or his 

guidance. We have all experienced the presence of God in 

unexpected ways, where he offers an alternative path. In this 

story it was not a path that Hagar wished to travel and often it is 

not paths we would chose to travel either, but they are 

journeys, where God is ahead of us, Christ walks beside us and 

the spirit lives within. Amen. 

 

 

 


