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by Carol Penner (Women’s Inter-Church Council of Canada, 2004)


The following is excerpted from Section VII: “Leading the Way: Strategies for Change”
Bible Study: The Story of Hagar
Read the story:  Genesis 16:1-16, 21:8-21 

Understanding the story:

What are your emotions as you read this story?

Is the story familiar, have you read it before? 

Have you heard it used in church?

What do you imagine Hagar’s life was like up to the point where the story begins?

Given the words of Sarai in Genesis 16:2, how do you think Sarai felt towards God?

How free was Sarai in that society?

Because Hagar despises Sarai, did Hagar have a role to play in the breakdown of their relationship?

What other women in the Hebrew Bible are visited by an angel?

How do you feel about the words spoken to Abraham in Genesis 21:12, 13?

Name the power imbalances you see in the story.

How do you feel about Abraham’s role?

What Abraham did in taking a slave as his wife was acceptable legal practice in the Near Eastern World. Hagar’s son by law was his legitimate heir, and so Ishmael was a real threat to Isaac.

Some people critique this story, saying that it is too focused on the male characters, Abraham and Ishmael. In Gen. 21:13, God says Ishmael will prosper because he is Abraham’s son. However, in Genesis 16:10 the angel of the Lord talks about Hagar’s descendents being too numerous to count. 

Sarai seems to hold a lot of power over Abraham. Abraham always seems to do what Sarai wants. He does not abandon her, even though he legally could have because she did not give him children. Even God seems to be on Sarai’s side sometimes.
  The narrator of the story does not judge Sarai for her actions.

Hagar has the remarkable experience of seeing and talking to God—the only woman in Hebrew scripture to do so. She is not a wealthy or powerful woman. She is a young slave girl from a foreign country. “Generally when church people speak of women in the Bible, they choose to highlight famous women like Sarah…. They never mention women slaves who were pagan, such as Hagar.”

Hagar names God, “The God Who Sees Me.”  Hagar thought she was totally alone, but God was with her even when she felt most abandoned. In some ways, this is a reverse story of the Exodus. God tells her to return to the bondage she was fleeing. Pregnant and alone in the desert, Hagar seems to have been trying to get home to Egypt, as the wilderness of Shur is on the border of Egypt. The fact that she left in the first place shows that Hagar had great courage. She was nearing her home country, it may be that she would have survived in Egypt, her home. She makes the choice to go back. 

Both Sarah and Hagar are women who have very few options. The childless Sarah is failing at the one thing that society expected of her. In patriarchal culture she would have been seen as cursed because she hadn’t conceived:  the story shows us that she believed God was preventing her from having children. Hagar is a woman who is also disadvantaged in the culture because she is a foreigner from Egypt, and a slave.

We pick up the story of Hagar’s life in mid-stream; we don’t know how she became a slave. Certainly being chosen to bear a child for a wealthy man might have led her to believe that her life would be easier. Even if Abram didn’t care for her, she would be protected by her son who would be Abram’s heir.

Connecting with the story:

Who are the Hagars of today, and how are they treated?

What makes us most uncomfortable in this story? Why?

How was power used in abusive ways in this story?  

How did class, nationality and gender intersect?

The story of Hagar could be read as saying, “Go back to the person who abused you.”  What do we do with the part of the story that talks about submission?

How can this story be life-giving for us in the Canadian context today?  

What are the similarities and differences between our societies?

How could this story be used in a worship service?

“As a symbol of the oppressed, Hagar becomes many things to many people. Most especially, all sorts of rejected women find their stories in her. She is the faithful maid exploited, the black woman used by the male and abused by the female of the ruling class, the surrogate mother, the resident alien without legal recourse, the other woman, the runaway youth, …the pregnant woman alone, the expelled wife, the divorced mother with child, the shopping bag lady …the welfare mother and the self-effacing female whose own identity shrinks in service to others.”
 

In that culture and that time, there would have been few options for Hagar. She was alone in the wilderness; the story does not mention whether she took food with her. She found a spring to get water, but wild animals would certainly have been coming to the spring as well. She was alone and vulnerable. No man would have wanted to take her on as a slave because she was pregnant with someone else’s child. Were Hagar’s parents still alive?  Was she hoping to go back to Egypt?  Had she been sold or captured into slavery?  The only thing Hagar had was her body and her unborn child. The angel tells her to return to Sarah. When Hagar decides to leave the second time, Ishmael is a teenager, and would have been able to help Hagar find food and shelter. 

Having a concubine was a common cultural practice of this period. “Barren women would use their housemaids to enable their husband to have a son, as seen in the stories of Rachel and Leah and of Sarah and Abraham. Sarah uses her maid. For me this is a very good illustration of women from a higher economic class exploiting their own sex group. You have Rachel and Leah making use of their housemaids in the rivalry over the affection of Jacob. So many women of our time share that kind of attitude, being so concerned about their status and acceptability within their own class that they are not hurt or pained by the human degradation of sisters belonging to another class. We have it in the Old Testament times and we have it now in the 20th century.”

Womanist Bible scholars and authors like Renita Weems, Delores Williams, Joan Martin, Clarice Martin, Katie Canon, Cheryl Gilkes, Kelly Brown, and many others have stepped into the biblical dialogue by using the experience of African-American women as the starting place for a dialogue with the sacred stories of the Bible. They emphasized the African-American interpretation of the story of Hagar, the Egyptian woman in Genesis, as a formative story of relationships between women of different races in a world dominated by male power structures.
  The kinds of questions this story raises for us are how privileged women relate to the women who serve them, whether as domestics in their homes, in public establishments such as restaurants, dry cleaners, and nail salons, or, at an even greater distance, in third world countries.

In 1895, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the American crusader for women’s rights, published her commentary on the Bible, entitled The Women’s Bible. Writing about the death of Sarah, she comments, “Whilst we drop a tear at the tomb of Sarah, we cannot recommend her as an example to the young women of our day, as she lacked several of the cardinal virtues. She was undignified, untruthful, and unkind to Hagar. But our moral standard differs from that of the period in which she lived, as our ideas of right and wrong are not innate, but depend on education. Sarah probably lived up to the light that was in her.”
  How would you view Sarah’s treatment of Hagar?

In worship we refer to God as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Sometimes people who are being inclusive talk about the God of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah and Rachel. Consider speaking about our God as the God of Abraham, Hagar and Sarah.
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