
The fall of a sparrow and Hagar and Ishmael banished 
 

I watched a fledgling sparrow the other day, dropping and hopping from 
branch to branch exploring its new world, and it was good to see.  I also saw, 
through the medium of the television camera, a group of men frantically 
trying to lift a van off their injured friends after it had been deliberately 
driven into them, and that was distressing to see.  I might ask which is right:  
does God watch the fall of each sparrow and count the hairs on our heads or 
does God let his so-called followers do dreadful deeds in his name?  
 

The longer lesson today, from the book of Genesis, told the story of Hagar, 
Sarah, Ishmael and Isaac, who between them did dreadful things to each 
other. The dysfunction of this mixed-up family began when Sarah, on failing 
to become pregnant, arranged for her husband to lie with her servant Hagar.  
She bore him a child, Ishmael, and Abraham was proud of their son, 
cherished him and nurtured him throughout his childhood years into 
teenage.  Then unexpectedly Sarah became pregnant and gave birth to 
Abraham’s legitimate son Isaac. Affections were transferred and jealousies 
quickly emerged raging throughout the family until Sarah could stand it no 
longer.  The woman she had regarded as a servant she now thought of as a 
slave, and she instructed Abraham to evict Hagar and Ishmael from their 
home.  She and her son were banished into the wilderness.        
 

It is possible, at a push, to put a gloss on this story – by saying that when 
Hagar and Ishmael were abandoned in the desert they were set free from 
their slavery, and by saying that what Sarah arranged for Hagar was a non-
technological form of surrogacy, and we find surrogacy a sympathetic and 
acceptable concept – but truly the story of Hagar and Ishmael is shocking.  
Though we heard it in Sunday School as a story of God working God’s 
purpose out, we see now that Hagar’s story is one of abuse and exile, of 
struggle for status and recognition, while Ishmael’s story is one of neglect 
and being overlooked.             
 

Though an uncomfortable story to read, we shouldn’t ignore it as it’s an 
important story on several levels – on a global level, the level of community 
and on a personal level – and its repercussions are felt even today.            
 

First, this story is critical in the history of global religions. Versions of the 
same story appear in both the Bible and the Quran. With a fundamental 
difference.  The Quran records Abraham’s first son, Ishmael, as the one God 
chooses to reveal God’s continuing relationship with humanity, whereas the 



Bible reports that God chose Isaac for this role.  In other words, this is the 
point of difference in religious history, to which the division between 
Muslims and Jews can be traced.  Christians and Jews trace our ancestry 
back to Isaac, Muslims trace theirs back to Ishmael.             
 

I think this renders any animosity towards Muslims in Britain today 
particularly distasteful.  To call the cause of last Monday’s attack on the 
people giving first aid to an elderly man near Finsbury Park mosque 
‘islamophobia’ is to hide what it really is.  The posh, formal label conceals 
that it is really hatred.  Today’s Old Testament story tells us that Muslims 
are not johnny-foreigners who adhere to an alien religion.  They are not our 
foes.  They are our cousins.  We are all children of Abraham through 
Ishmael or Isaac. And you don’t show hatred to your cousins.  As a hymn 
written over a hundred years ago put it: 
 Join hands then all the human race 
 Whate’er your nation be 
 All children of the living God 
 Are surely kin to me.                
 

At a second, community level, there are some serious moral issues in this 
depressing and sordid story. We should not underestimate the emotional 
baggage when Sarah offered her servant, Hagar, to Abraham in the hope 
that she would provide a child.  The tactless social expectation of the time 
found it difficult to be sympathetic with women who did not bear children, 
and Sarah no doubt carried personal grief and deep pain. But this 
experience of abandonment must have been even greater for Hagar.  Being a 
slave, she was denied personal ambition and aspiration.  Sarah owned her in 
the same way she owned a cooking pot.  Hagar was simply a vessel to do her 
mistress’s bidding, and Sarah’s bidding was for Hagar to have sexual 
relations with the old man Abraham.1      
 

Now we can’t excuse this on the basis of historical distance from ourselves.  
We can’t excuse it on the basis that we shouldn’t judge other times by the 
standards of our own.  And nor can we excuse this on the basis that the 
people involved thought they were doing God’s will.     
 

In the 21st century, with the increasing numbers of women being exploited 
by sex traffickers, it is time to express our disapproval of Sarah and 
Abraham’s behaviour.  No individual’s needs and desires should be satisfied 

                                                           
1 For the phrasing of these sentences I am indebted to Revd Dr Julia Candy of West Hendon and Cricklewood, who inspired the scope 

of this sermon. 



at the involuntary or coerced cost of another’s.  Each person’s autonomy and 
rights should be cherished and remain inviolate always.  No one should ever 
be harmed.        
 

And that brings us to the third significant level of Hagar and Ishmael’s 
story, the personal level.  What is most alarming in the tale is the absence of 
any consideration or empathy in any of the characters. Hagar has provided 
Abraham and Sarah with a son, but Hagar receives nothing but disrespect 
and, when the 14-year-old Ishmael is seen teasing his baby half-brother, she 
and her son are thrown out as if pieces of rubbish. Perhaps that hits a nerve 
for us:  every one of us knows what it is to feel jealous and, when that 
jealousy is extreme, perhaps we know what it’s like to want to get rid of the 
person of whom we are jealous. The psychology of this bible story is 
convincing and insightful.  
 

There is no doubt that Abraham felt very uncomfortable with his wife’s 
barbaric requirement that Hagar and his mother should be driven out into 
the inhospitable wilds, but he did it nonetheless.  He failed to speak out 
against the injustice.  And the story calls our attention to the cries of 
abandoned mothers and the pleas of mothers needing help in the oppressive 
responsibility of motherhood.   That’s why I ask those who stand as Olivia’s 
godparents today to take their role very seriously. Christina is alone in 
parenthood and doing a great job – she’s doing all the right things – she is 
bringing her daughter for baptism - and she needs your support.  She needs 
the Church’s welcome and encouragement. We must help when it’s hard to 
be a mother on her own.      

 

So, I have a question about this story:  is the lack of human empathy in the 
tale countered by God’s grace?  Is the way Hagar and Ishmael are treated by 
their fellows compensated for by how God treated them?  Yes, Sarah got her 
way, but Hagar experiences the miracle of deliverance.  In the beginning 
Hagar had come from Egypt and, according to Islamic tradition, may even 
have been a princess of Egypt and, in the end, after she had despaired and 
left Ishmael under a bush to die, she and he thrive.  He became an expert 
archer and she got him a wife from the land of her birth.  Mistreated by her 
family, she felt God’s grace on her life.   
 

Yet again I say, as I said last Sunday, who said the Bible is old hat?  Whoever 
said the bible is irrelevant?  This old, old story from another place and 
another time, this shocking story should be allowed to drive our attitudes 



today in relation to Muslim relations, surrogate motherhood, support for 
parents and people trafficking – and it should serve as a reminder that 
Jesus said that, as not one sparrow falls to the ground unperceived by God, 
God watches over each of us, and to God be praise and glory for evermore.   
 
 
 
 


