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“Who Hears?” 
 

I have been a preacher for nearly twenty years. 

 

I have never preached on the story of Hagar. 

 

It is a complex story.  It is a pain filled story. 

 

And by my silence, I have colluded with the silencing of its witness. 

 

So here is the background before I read it from scripture. 

 

Abram and Sarai - who later become Abraham and Sarah, the patriarch and matriarch of our faith - 

are people of means.  They have everything valued by the world except a most precious thing: 

 

A child. 

 

Children were the promise of the future in their culture.  To be childless - to have a closed womb, as 

it was spoken of at the time (because mind you, it was always the woman’s fault) - was a sign that 

somehow God had been offended and childlessness was the punishment. 

 

So here were Sarai and Abram and they were long in years and short on hope until in desperation 

Sarai took Hagar, her Egyptian slave, and gave her to Abram in order that she might get a family 

through her slave. 

 

Hagar bears a son, Ishmael.   

 

Sarai becomes bitter toward Hagar.  Sarai is the one who feels slighted by Hagar’s ability to bear a 

child so Sarai becomes abusive and Hagar runs away and while she is running away she encounters 

the living God who hears her anguish and tells her to go back - that God will make a mighty nation 

through Ishmael. 

 

Hagar is the first person in scripture who has a direct interaction with God’s angelic messenger who 

for the first time in this account calls Hagar by name. 

 

A slave woman.  Scorned.  Used as a begetting device, an instrument.  

 

Ministered to by God’s angel.  Called by name. 

 



Hagar returns to Abram and Sarai. 

 

Sarai conceives, and bears Isaac. 

 

And because she begins to worry that Ishmael may be a rival for Isaac’s inheritance, Sarah banishes 

Hagar and Ishmael.  Sends them off into the desert to fend for themselves. 

 

And again, Hagar weeps from the well of grief as she anticipates the death of her son. 

 

(Read Genesis 21: 8 - 21) 

 

God hears the anguish, and a well of water appears in the desolation of the desert, and Ishmael - 

whose very name means “God hears” - and Hagar are saved and God indeed does make of Ishmael a 

mighty nation.   

 

Ishmael becomes a prophet and a patriarch in the Islamic tradition. 

 

Muslims, born of Abraham.  Jews and Christians claim the same patriarch. 

 

The story of Hagar and Ishmael is powerful because it is so clear that our very faith roots are 

grounded in oppression. 

 

Here’s what our honest hearts have to grapple with: 

 

Our faith forebears - Sarah and Abraham - used marginalized humans as tools to become wealthy 

and to assure continued privilege. 

 

Hagar’s womb was a commodity.  Her son was reviled and mistrusted.  Both of them were 

victims.  Inequality led to violence against Hagar and Ishmael. 

 

This story is told by the descendants of Isaac, not the descendants of Ishmael. 

 

The vantage point of the story teller matters and impacts hearers for generations because it is the 

descendants of Isaac who use this story to underscore their assumed “right” to privilege: 

 

Ishmael was mixed race, born of a slave, and prophesied to be a “Wild ass of a man” while Isaac is 

the fruit of legendary parents and inheritor of all that is Abraham’s and... 

 

Such inequality codified in scriptural story telling has led to violence for centuries. 

 

So, what is a person of privilege living in 2017 to do in an age where people are marching and fear is 

contorting and people continued to be commodified to fill our prisons and violence born of racial 

heartbreak continues? 

 



My sisters and brothers, we have to be willing to hear and listen and listen and hear some 

more.  Shay Stewart-Bouley writes in a blog in conjunction with Community Change Incorporated 

organizers in Boston: 

 

“Dismantling white supremacy requires that white people need to develop the capacity to check their 

own privilege and practice humility and deep listening instead of rushing into multiracial organizing 

spaces with expectations of having entitled access to leadership roles, presumed participation in 

decision-making, or taking up a lot of space at the microphone.   

 

Over and over people of color participants — most often in the minority in these settings — were not 

only being asked to do the greater part of speaking to the effects of racism and the reality of their 

own oppression in our white supremacy culture and economic system, but also being asked to 

repeatedly witness and patiently support an endless series of white people expressing and gradually 

confronting the many layers of misinformation, internalized racial superiority, white cultural 

entitlement — not to mention ignorance of the current and historical facts of people of color enduring 

and fighting for respect, basic rights and liberation in the white-dominated, culturally oblivious and 

racially oppressive white supremacist culture of the United States. 

 

More and more over time, People of Color leaders have specifically asked their white comrades in 

the antiracism movement to step up to educate and organize other white people. We know from 

decades of experience that there are several layers of initial training and support that educated, 

experienced and accountable white trainers — often in collaboration with people of color trainers —

 can do with other white people to check each other’s ignorance, entitlement, internalized racial 

superiority and promote not only an awareness of white privilege but an understanding and capacity 

to learn how to use that privilege in the service of dismantling white supremacy. “ 

 

 

The child of the Egyptian slave is named “Ishmael”:  God hears. 

 

Will we listen? 

 

------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

The lesson from 1 John 3 and 4 is reminder that listening is our work and living inclusive grace in 

community is witness to our faith. 

 

I share with you three more voices as we consider what it is to be United Methodist followers of 

Jesus who are tired of the soul mangle that is racism in our own selves and in the world around us. 

 

My daughter Leah, who is 33, works for Wellstone action.  They are powerfully seeking to address 

internalized and externalized racism. 

 

When I asked her what she was finding in these days of heartache following the verdict in the 

Philando Castille case, she said this: 

 



...Something that white folks don't talk about enough is how white supremacy is a cage for us, also. 

 

Ricardo Levins-Morales, an amazing Mpls artist and facilitator, once described it as white folks 

having grown up with a "racist babysitter"- it's not the full-time caretaker, but it's definitely someone 

who imprints on you as you're growing up.  

 

Thanks to that babysitter, I live in constant fear of saying the wrong thing to my colleagues, of outing 

myself as a bad white person- because there are racist things that live in me and even after 8 years of 

doing this work pretty purposefully, pretty consistently, I still mess up and say things that come from 

that babysitter. And that messes up my organizing.  

 

Those mistakes take up my time. They take up my energy. Constantly watching myself to make sure 

I don't slip up and prove that I am a Bad White Person is exhausting. It divides me from the very 

people I need to be in deepest relationship with be to get done what needs to get done. It is both 

within and beyond my control and most importantly: it shakes the trust I have in myself, and in who I 

am. 

 

SO. That's what I'd say about that, especially to your church which is predominantly white folks. 

We're in cages, too.”  (Leah E. Olm) 

 

Another voice for God’s people who hear comes from the heart of the Rev. Michael Eric Dyson, an 

African American Baptist pastor who says: 

 

“Beloved, some of you seem genuinely surprised that most black folk fear the police. You are 

sometimes shocked that we think of them as a brutalizing force. You cringe when we say they are out 

to do everything but serve and protect us. You think we are manufacturing stories about our bad 

encounters with the police. You think that we must have done something wrong to provoke such 

remorseless cruelty. And yet we have exhausted ourselves telling you how they mistreat us so 

routinely that it is accepted as the way things are and will always be.” 

 

Are we willing to hear Rev. Dyson? 

 

When we become willing to hear Rev. Dyson in his naming of a reality we who are European 

American can little understand, white people join as allies in saying Black Lives Matter.  We say 

it.  We honor it. 

 

In her book “The New Jim Crow”, author Michelle Alexander shares that “More than forty-five 

years ago, the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr insisted that blindness and indifference to racial groups 

is actually more important than racial hostility to the creation and maintenance of racialized systems 

of control.  Those who supported slavery and Jim Crow, he argued, typically were not bad or evil 

people; they were just blind - victims of a spiritual and intellectual blindness.”  (The New Jim Crow, 

pg. 241) 

 

The United Methodist church calls for followers of Jesus to stop being spiritually and intellectually 

blind.   

 



Thirdly this morning I share this voice from a beloved sister in Christ serving at Camphor United 

Methodist Church in St Paul.  Camphor’s membership is largely people of color.  The Rev. Gloria 

Roach Thomas is African American. 

 

I greeted her at Annual Conference a few days ago and asked her how she was, and she did me the 

honor of being honest with me. 

 

She told me she had just seen the police dash-cam footage of the Philando Castille shooting.  And 

her heart was broken and she is tired.  She is working hard to hold space for the grief and rage of her 

own heart and those with whom she shares community. 

 

And she said this, which landed in my heart:  

 

The verdict in the case is about all of us.  

 

All of us have work to do. 

 

 

 

Listen.  Some of the stories embedded in our scripture and in our hearts just have to be taken out and 

examined for the ways they perpetuate racial privilege and prejudice. 

 

 We know that God hears. 

 

Who among us will listen?   

 

We’re United Methodist followers of Jesus.  God, give us the courage to listen and to speak, we pray. 

 

Amen 

 


