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When Rabbi Jen asked me to introduce this morning’s Torah portion, I accepted 
reluctantly.  What could I say that you have not heard through years or decades 
of Rosh Hashanahs. The story is so familiar.  A brief summary-Sarah, after the 
birth and weaning of Isaac she sees his half brother-Ishmael, son of the slave Haga, 
playing and decides that he must not be raised beside Isaac.  She tells Abraham to 
send him away.  Abraham does so, reluctantly, after God assures him it is alright. 
Abraham is a rich man.  In a previous section, is celebrated for this hospitality to 
strangers.   Yet he sends away his son, and his son’s mother, with only bread and 
water.  
 
Every time I read this, every single year, my head reels.  How can Abraham and 
Sarah, our matriarch and patriarch, act in this manner which just seems wrong 
and cruel.  Rashi gives a typical defense, Ishmael was a bad influence, he did 
horrible things.  I don’t find this convincing.  Rather, my view is that Abraham and 
Sarah are human beings and as such never behave in a completely righteous way 
all the time.  This is particularly relevant at this season, when we all examine our 
own flaws.  However, at this point I find myself relating more to Hagar.  I think we 
all have had the experience where people we think are or should be exemplary; 
parents, spouses, teachers, bosses, leaders, yes, even ourselves, behave in ways 
that just are wrong.  We all live in a world that, sometimes, is just not fair or is 
downright cruel.   
 
What effect does the unfairness of her situation have on Hagar?  In a previous 
section, we read that she became pregnant with Abraham’s child, at Sarah’s 
behest.  Sarah treated her harshly and Hagar then fled Abraham’s household.  She 
returned only when God assured her that Ishmael would also father a nation.  
This time, when faced with both Sarah’s harshness and Abraham’s acquiescence 
to Sarah’s demand, the strong-willed woman who previously only put up with 
Sarah’s nonsense when God himself intervened, now seems broken.  She wanders 



aimlessly with her son.  She cannot make plans or set goals.  She is so consumed 
by misery, she does not have the strength to comfort her son with her presence is 
what is feels will be his last moments.   She does not even have the strength to cry 
out to God, who previously spoke to her directly, telling her that he would protect 
her son.   
 
How deeply true and human this is.   Much as we would all like to think that, 
faced with adversity, we will respond with resolve, courage, resilience, ingenuity 
and grit, bad things happen which overwhelm our capacity to cope.  We, like 
Hagar, find ourselves in the wilderness, without hope.   
 
Returning to the story, what happens next?  An angel of God speaks to Hagar 
telling her to take her son by the hand, reminding her of Ishmaels’s future of the 
father of a nation.  In other words she is reminded that her life has a purpose and 
a meaning.  She does not wander aimlessly. 
 
Then, the text says.  “God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water.” God 
does not create a physical miracle, creating the well, or a stream or a spring.  
Instead, the intervention is to cause a shift in perception.  Hagar sees what was 
there all along   Right at hand are the resources that she needs for the survival of 
herself and her son.   We then see another Hagar entirely, she is effective and 
decisive, filling her water skin and literally taking the situation, and her son, in 
hand.  We do not hear anymore of their journey, but of its outcome.  Her son 
grows to manhood and Hagar chooses a wife for him, though whom the promise 
of fathering a nation can be fulfilled.  Within the context of women’s roles at the 
time, Hagar is a resounding success.  All God did was remind her of her goal and 
show her the resources were already there. 
 
So what does this mean for us?  Like Hagar, we live in a world where even people 
that we expect to be exemplary, to be good to be righteous,  act in ways that are 
arbitrary and cruel.  During this season of repentance, we spend a lot of time 
reflecting on how we ourselves have failed to act in the kind, just, compassionate, 
fair manner we expect of ourselves.  Like Hagar, the effects of these failings in 
others, and ourselves, can lead to despair, to a loss of goals and purpose, to being 
so overwhelmed by our misery that we cannot be compassionate to others.   
 



The story of Hagar shows us the way through this wilderness.  Though we live in a 
world where miracles, essentially violations of the natural order, do not happen, 
we all can, like Hagar,  harken to a voice which can remind us of our purpose and 
meaning.  Perhaps the voice is a teacher, a friend, a book, a prayer, or even a 
shofar.  We can all endeavor to shift our perception and know that though we feel 
that there is no hope, the resources we need are right at hand when we open our 
eyes to see them. 
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