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And the angel of the Lord said to her, 
‘Now you have conceived and shall bear a son; 
   you shall call him:….’ 
 
Pause there for a moment – it’s 8 in the morning, we’re not really fully on top of the day 
yet…so I wonder if you, like me, want to insert the obvious name next.  We’re only a few 
days on from the feast of the Annunciation, so surely these are words spoken by the 
Archangel Gabriel to Mary?  “You shall call him Jesus.” 
 
Except that they’re not.  Because the text is from Genesis.  And the angel is speaking not to 
the mother of Jesus, but to Hagar, she referred to by Paul in the extract we heard from 
Galatians. 
 
And the angel of the Lord said to her, 
‘Now you have conceived and shall bear a son; 
   you shall call him Ishmael, 
   for the Lord has given heed to your affliction.’ 
 
The Lord gave heed to Hagar, the handmaid of Sarah, who, according to Jewish tradition, 
when her mistress was unable to conceive, was given over to Abraham to “go into”, in order 
to ensure the continuation of the family line. 
 
And on this Mothering Sunday I think we need to hear Paul’s allegorical retelling of that 
story with caution.  What he is trying to do, as he is doing throughout that chapter in his 
letter, is to point out the inadequacy of the law as a solution to anything.  He is painting a 
picture of the earthly Jerusalem, held in the stranglehold of Roman occupation and under 
the religious thumb of the Pharisees’ interpretation of the law, over against the heavenly 
Jerusalem, a place of freedom, light and joy, a place of nurture and plenty, the provider of 
inspiration and mother for us all. 
 
The problem being that in the process we are told that Hagar, the earthly, bound woman 
with no freedom of her own and forced to become the mother of Abraham’s firstborn, she, 
the bond-woman and her son should be “cast out: because the son of the bond-woman 
shall not be heir with the son of the free-woman.” 
  



Which is puzzling – because Hagar did everything by the book: she did exactly as she was 
told, whatever the consequences for her.  She lavished love on her child, at whatever cost to 
herself.  And if we go back to Genesis, we hear that God gives heed to Hagar’s affliction, and 
advises her to return to Sarah…and God tells Abraham that as for Ishmael, God “will bless 
him and make him fruitful and exceedingly numerous; he shall be the father of twelve 
princes, and [God] will make him a great nation.”  And Jewish history tells us that Ishmael 
and Isaac lived alongside each other, that there was rivalry and conflict…but also that the 
two of them buried Abraham together at the end of his long life.  Which is not quite the 
neat and tidy wrapping up of the story as black and white that Paul is reaching for in his 
retelling. 
 
And in a way, the many layers of tension in this story are the proper allegory for us today; 
we who are called to live in a messy and complicated world, and yet not to doubt our home 
in heaven.  For if we cast out all that is earthly in the pursuit of the perfection of heaven, 
then we risk perpetuating injustice not through deliberate cruelty, but just because of not 
thinking hard enough. 
 
As Lent moves on towards Holy Week, our belief in the inherent goodness and possibility of 
the world will be strained to its limit.  We too may want to press fast forward into the light 
of Easter joy, and close our eyes to the difficulty of struggling with what is here and now. 
 
And yet, in Hagar’s commitment to her son, in the most trying of circumstances, in her 
listening to God and struggling to do what is right, we glimpse something of the tension that 
sits at the heart of all our lives.  For we are called to live in the untidy land of “now and not 
yet”, of God with us and yet salvation not yet quite at hand; and we’re called constantly to 
think about how this affects us and the most vulnerable people in God’s world every day. 
 
I was sitting in a taxi last week in Bangkok talking to a client with whom I don’t have the 
easiest of relationships.  We had already had an hour in the traffic getting to our meeting, 
and the hour back again held a sense of foreboding.  Except that the conversation turned to 
the life that she and her seven-year old son lead in Vietnam, where she is based.  Her 
husband works in South Korea, she herself is Korean, so she finds herself adrift in a foreign 
country, with only her maid to help care for her son, whilst she works full time.  And through 
all that she said emerged her determination to be the best mother she can, in the most 
trying of circumstances, and her enormous sense of gratitude as she looks back on her own 
upbringing for all that her parents did for her – and her realisation now of just how hard it is 
to bring up a child to be happy, confident and knowing he is loved. But just how important 
that is. 
 
Maybe that’s the contemporary message for today: that wherever we see the signs of 
human love at work, God is present.  God’s love works beyond the strictures of laws and 
customs.  God takes heed of the challenges we all face, and longs for us and for the whole of 
creation to know we are not alone.  Even in the midst of the hardest of times. 
 
Amen. 


