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Introduction

Alive in the Word brings you resources to deepen your
understanding of Scripture, offer meaning for your life today,
and help you to pray and act in response to God’s word.

Use any volume of Alive in the Word in the way best suited
to you.

e For individual learning and reflection, consider this an
invitation to prayerfully journal in response to the ques-
tions you find along the way. And be prepared to move
from head to heart and then to action.

¢ For group learning and reflection, arrange for three ses-
sions where you will use the material provided as the
basis for faith sharing and prayer. You may ask group
members to read each chapter in advance and come pre-
pared with questions answered. In this kind of session,
plan to be together for about an hour. Or, if your group
prefers, read and respond to the questions together with-
out advance preparation. With this approach, it’s helpful
to plan on spending more time for each group session
in order to adequately work through each chapter.



e For a parish-wide event or use within a larger group,
provide each person with a copy of this volume, and
allow time during the event for quiet reading, group
discussion and prayer, and then a final commitment by
each person to some simple action in response to what
he or she learned.

This volume explores the theme of A Cloud of Witnesses.
The pages of our Bibles are filled with the stories of women
and men who have played a unique role in salvation history.
By entering into a few key biblical passages written by or de-
scribing these people, we begin to see how our own story con-
tinues God’s great work of salvation in the world. Their witness,
handed on to us from centuries ago, continues to speak to us
and challenge us to stand as faithful witnesses in today’s world.
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Sarah and Hagar

Begin by asking God to assist you
in your prayer and study. Then
read through Genesis 16:1-10,
our introduction to Sarab and ber
husband Abraham.

Genesis 16:1-10
!Abram’s wife Sarai had borne
him no children. Now she had
an Egyptian maidservant named
- - i Hagar. 2Sarai said to Abram:
- -.-h, oy -- &/ ' “The Lorp has kept me from
.- ' bearing children. Have inter-
course with my maid; perhaps I
will have sons through her.” Abram obeyed Sarai. Thus, after
Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, his wife
Sarai took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian, and gave her to her
husband Abram to be his wife. “He had intercourse with her,
and she became pregnant. As soon as Hagar knew she was
pregnant, her mistress lost stature in her eyes. *So Sarai said
to Abram: “This outrage against me is your fault. I myself
gave my maid to your embrace; but ever since she knew she
was pregnant, I have lost stature in her eyes. May the Lorp
decide between you and me!” °Abram told Sarai: “Your maid
is in your power. Do to her what you regard as right.” Sarai
then mistreated her so much that Hagar ran away from her.
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"The Lorp’s angel found her by a spring in the
wilderness, the spring on the road to Shur, $and
he asked, “Hagar, maid of Sarai, where have you
come from and where are you going?” She an-
swered, “I am running away from my mistress,
Sarai.” °But the LorD’s angel told her: “Go back
to your mistress and submit to her authority.
T will make your descendants so numerous,”
added the Lorp’s angel, “that they will be too
many to count.”

Setting the Scene

Two women are the main characters in this
scene. The first is Sarai (Sarah), wife of Abram
(Abraham). She appears first as part of a gene-
alogy introducing Abraham and his family. The
father of every person in this genealogy is named
except for Sarah. The only information given is
that she is the wife of Abraham and that she has
no child (Gen 11:27-30). As the story progresses
she will travel with Abraham wherever God calls
him. She will also be pawned off to Pharaoh as
his sister, but God protects her (Gen 12:11-20).
Technically Abraham is correct even though he
intends to deceive Pharaoh. “Sister” (Hebrew
‘achoth) is a common term for “wife” in the Old
Testament (see Song 4:9-10; 5:1; Tob 5:21; 7:15).
Also in a later incident where he makes the same
claim he says Sarah is his “father’s daughter, not
[his] mother’s” (Gen 20:12). This kind of rela-
tionship will later be forbidden (see Deut 27:22).

Sarabh and Hagar 7



The reader is reminded frequently that Sarah
has no child. Her barrenness is a major problem,
because God has promised Abraham twice that
he will be the ancestor of a great nation, living
in their own land, with descendants as many as
the stars (Gen 12:2; 15:5). It was also commonly
believed in the ancient world that the lack of
children was due to the wife’s barrenness, not
the husband’s infertility.

The other woman is Hagar, Sarah’s maid-
servant. Hagar is an Egyptian, which leads to the
question: was Hagar one of the female servants
that Pharaoh gave Abraham after the incident
when he claimed Sarah was his sister (Gen 12:16)?
Sarah will use Hagar to solve her problem of bar-
renness. In the ancient world it was not uncom-
mon for maids to be used as surrogate mothers.
A man needed sons so his line would be preserved.
There was no clear belief in life after death at the
time of Abraham, so the only way a person lived
on was through children, especially sons. If God
is going to be faithful to Abraham regarding the
covenant promises, there must be sons. It seems
impossible that he will
beget sons through Sarah,
so the maid will be called
upon to provide.

The relationship be-
tween Sarah, Hagar, and
Abraham now becomes
ambiguous. In the an-
cient law codes the child
conceived by the maid is
regarded as the son of
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the wife. According to the code of Hammurabi
(eighteenth century BC), the maid or slave cannot
consider herself a second wife and does not have
the same legal rights as the wife. So according to
this law and custom Sarah should be considered
the mother of Hagar’s son. Another complication
arises, however, from the title given to Hagar.
In Genesis 16:3 she is called Abraham’s “wife”
(Hebrew ‘ishshakb), not a maid or concubine
(Hebrew pilegesh). For a man to have more than
one wife was also accepted in the ancient world.
So is Hagar now a surrogate mother and is her
son really Sarah’s? Or is she a second wife with
her own rights? The biblical text does not clarify.

The entire passage will be considered a few verses
at a time. The occasional questions in the margin
are for discussion with others. If you are using
these materials on your own, use the questions
for personal reflection or as a guide to journaling.

Understanding the Scene Itself

!Abram’s wife Sarai had borne him no children.
Now she had an Egyptian maidservant named
Hagar. ?Sarai said to Abram: “The Lorp has
kept me from bearing children. Have intercourse
with my maid; perhaps I will have sons through
her.” Abram obeyed Sarai.

The initial conversation between Abraham
and Sarah seems both friendly and practical. We
have no sons, so do what ancient Mesopotamian
law recommends: use your maid as a surrogate

Sarabh and Hagar 9



In what way are
you able to
relate to Sarah’s
predicament? Is
there a situation
in your life where
you might both
wait and take
action?

mother. It is noteworthy that the
suggestion is made, not by Abra-
ham, but by Sarah. Sarah also
observes that it is the Lord who
has prevented her from getting
pregnant and bearing children.
The whole mystery of how life
begins and new human beings
are conceived and born is in the
hands of God. Human beings
can take some action, but ulti-
mately it is God who creates the
new person. Sarah is well aware
of this truth and so also lays the
blame for her barrenness on
God.

It is also noteworthy that Abraham obeys
Sarah. There is a mutuality in the relationship
between husband and wife. Sarah takes the ini-
tiative to propose a solution to their difficulty,
and Abraham obeys her. Throughout this pas-
sage Sarah is the one in charge. Sarah also as-
sumes at this point that the custom of using a
maid as a surrogate mother will work to her
advantage. She expects that the sons born to
Hagar will be considered children of Sarah.

3Thus, after Abram had lived ten years in the
land of Canaan, his wife Sarai took her maid,
Hagar the Egyptian, and gave her to her husband
Abram to be his wife. “He had intercourse with
her, and she became pregnant. As soon as Hagar
knew she was pregnant, her mistress lost stature
in her eyes.
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Trouble appears already in verse 3. Sarah
takes action, as she and Abraham had agreed.
But a subtle change in wording changes every-
thing. Sarah gives Hagar to Abraham, but not
as a surrogate mother. She gives Hagar to Abra-
ham “to be his wife.” Hagar’s status has already
been transformed. She is no longer a maid; she
is a second wife. Now, according to ancient Near
Eastern law and custom, she has rights that she
did not have before. This situation is not going
to work out well for Sarah.

Abraham impregnates Hagar promptly. This
piece of news confirms the supposition that it is
Sarah who is infertile, not Abraham. In just four
Hebrew words Hagar has become the mother
of Abraham’s child. Hagar realizes well that her
status has changed. She sees herself as a second
wife; she is the mother of the master’s son. Sarah,
on the other hand, has lost status. Sarah is the
older, barren, first wife who has no children.
Hagar apparently loses no time in reminding her
“former” mistress of this new situation.

5So Sarai said to Abram: “This outrage against
me is your fault. I myself gave my maid to your
embrace; but ever since she knew she was preg-
nant, I have lost stature in her eyes. May the
Lorp decide between you and me!” ¢Abram told
Sarai: “Your maid is in your power. Do to her
what you regard as right.” Sarai then mistreated
her so much that Hagar ran away from her.

The proverbial
saying, “Be
careful what you
wish for or
desire” could be
applied to
Sarah'’s situation.
When have your
own plans had
unintended or
opposite effects?
Any lessons
learned?
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Sarah blames Abraham for this distressing
situation. In one sense she is right. Abraham has
impregnated Hagar and fathered her child. But
Sarah is the person who suggested this solution
to their problem and who gave Hagar to Abra-
ham “as a wife.” In her frustration Sarah has
shifted all the responsibility to Abraham and
now she calls on God to resolve the difficulty.
Abraham, for his part, still insists that the re-
sponsibility and the power belong to Sarah. She
can do whatever she wishes to her maid. Notice
that Hagar is Sarah’s maid even as she is Abra-
ham’s second wife. Sarah and Abraham both
continue throughout the passage to call Hagar a
maid (Gen 16:1 [2x], 2, 3, 5, 6, 8; Hebrew shiph-
hah). Sarah then proceeds to drive Hagar away.

"The Lorp’s angel found her by a spring in the
wilderness, the spring on the road to Shur, ®and
he asked, “Hagar, maid of Sarai, where have you
come from and where are you going?” She an-
swered, “I am running away from my mistress,

— —
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Sarai.” °But the LorD’s angel told her: “Go back
to your mistress and submit to her authority. 1°I
will make your descendants so numerous,”
added the Lorp’s angel, “that they will be too
many to count.”

For the first time in this passage, God takes an
active part. Sarah accused the Lord of not giving
her children but God made no response. Now
that Hagar has run away from Sarah and Abra-
ham, God comes in the form of an angel to com-
fort Hagar and to give her a significant message.
God addresses Hagar by name and by status,
maid of Sarah. Then God asks a very important
question: “Where have you come from and where
are you going?” Hagar shows no fear but re-
sponds honestly: “I am running away.” God, how-
ever, has other plans for Hagar and sends her
back to the difficult situation. But God does not
send her empty. God gives her the same promise
that God has given Abraham: descendants so nu-
merous that they will be impossible to count (see
Gen 15:5).

God’s words to Hagar may be seen as an in-
struction to us too. Many times we need to stop
and hear God’s question: “Where have you come
from and where are you going?” Running away
may seem to be a solution to conflict, but it rarely
is. God may indeed be sending us back to face
the situation. Having the courage to stop and
listen to God is an initial step toward growth in
our relationships to one another and to God.
Hagar is our model here. As the passage contin-
ues, Hagar gives God a name: “You are God who

If there is a
situation in your
life that makes
you feel justified
in fleeing, are
you prepared to
stop, reflect, and
listen before
acting? What
disciplines might
help you face the
situation with
courage?
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sees me” (Gen 16:13). She is the first person in
Scripture to name God. The promise God has
given her follows a repeated form of announcing
the birth of an important son. The same form is
used in the announcement to Mary of the birth
of Jesus (Luke 1:29-38; see Luke 1:11-20). Hagar
clearly is important to God.

What about Sarah? She will be compelled to
recognize Hagar’s worth and to accept Hagar’s
son into the family. As Deuteronomy says:

If a man has two wives, one loved and the
other unloved, and if both the loved and
the unloved bear him sons, but the first-
born is the son of the unloved wife: when
he comes to bequeath his property to his
sons he may not consider as his firstborn
the son of the wife he loves, in preference
to the son of the wife he does not love, the
firstborn. On the contrary, he shall recog-
nize as his firstborn the son of the unloved
wife, giving him a double share of what-
ever he happens to own, since he is the first
fruits of his manhood, and to him belong
the rights of the firstborn (Deut 21:15-17).

But Hagar’s return to Sarah will not result in
reconciliation. The tension between the two
women will only be heightened by further de-
velopments.

Praying the Word / Sacred Reading

Return to the full passage (Gen 16:1-10) and
read it aloud. As you do so, what words or phrases
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stand out to you? Jot down and use these words
or phrases as a way to prayerfully consider that
God might be catching your attention in a par-
ticular way or for a particular purpose at this
time. Allow the words that “spoke to you” to
become a springboard to you to speak to God.
And be prepared to spend some time in silence
listening for even a small still voice as God
speaks to your heart.

Living the Word
Consider one of the following:

¢ Spend time with someone this week whose
life circumstances make him or her vulner-
able to the wishes and desires of others. Is
there a Hagar in your midst?

e What descriptive name might you use for
God that reflects your experience of God’s
work in your life? Use this name for God
in prayer this week.
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