Hagar

By Mark Burgess

Based on a true story, this is the emotive journey of a slave girl caught up in an unfulfilled promise.

Pain, sadness, rage, jealousy, regret & abandonment all follow.

Could things ever have been different for Hagar?

Hagar:
A promise. All because of a promise that my mistress’s husband said he was given from God. She was too old to have children, both of them heartbroken because they believed God had told them they were going to have so many descendants it would be like trying to count the stars in the sky. Ha! Have you ever tried to count the stars? The more you look, the more seem to appear. Yet, the promise never seemed to be fulfilled. It couldn’t happen, surely? Like I said, my mistress was too old to have children. Even she laughed when her husband first told her what he thought God had said.


All I had been to them until then was a slave girl from Egypt. I had been serving my mistress for many years. Quite what made her take her next step of action, I don’t know. I guess she felt ashamed for never having been able to bear her husband any children. It’s a disgrace in their culture not to, you see. Then came the day that I remember vividly; I was told – not asked, but told – that I was going to be a second wife to the man who had always been the husband to my mistress. I had no choice. It was done. No sooner was this Egyptian slave married than I was being forced to have sex with the man who was now my husband.

Was I to call him by his name, Abram, now? Or master? What about my mistress? Was she a fellow wife who I could call Sarai and could befriend? Or was I still to serve her with humility? Seemingly from the time that followed, I was merely seen as a living bit of flesh and blood, who was used so that they could make themselves feel happier.


I fell pregnant easily, and soon realised that I was worth something – I had the ability to produce children, and that gave me at least some respect, even though I was still made to serve my mistress. After the first few months, my body began to visibly change shape and size. The more I began changing, the more I realised Sarai struggled. If the truth be known, I quite liked knowing that! I may still have been her slave, but I had something I thought she would never have. So, whether it was hormones or not, I don’t know, but I let her know more and more as the days passed, and boy did I let her know! You could even say I tormented her about it. I suddenly had a sense of power and authority that I’d never experienced, which she could surely never have.


It became so easy to look down on her and see her as the miserable, old, washed-up woman that she was becoming in my eyes. There was one other thought, which ran over and over in my mind everyday, something that worried me, something that made me begin to hate Sarai. When I finally gave birth, would I receive the child as my own, or would those two steal my baby from me as theirs? By now I had still only been pregnant for a few months, but Sarai and I certainly looked at each other with disdain.


She must have had enough of me and talked to Abram about it, because suddenly she rose up from her pit of despair and began treating me more harshly than I could have ever imagined. She made my life a living hell.


There I was, pregnant; getting more tired as the days wore me down, and I couldn’t handle it any longer. So in the dead of night, I did what anyone else would have done: I ran. A dangerous thing to do, running from your master or mistress. What if I got caught? Well, I hated to think about what they might do to me.


All alone in the wilderness for what seemed like hours, cold and scared, I met someone who I had never met before, I wasn’t quite sure who he was at first. He had called me by name and asked me what I was doing. When I explained, he told me to go back and submit to my mistress. Then he gave me a promise, a promise that sounded identical to the one he had given to Abram years before – the promise, which landed me in the very situation I was running away from. More descendants than I could possibly count. I looked up at the stars, amazed, not knowing what to think. This stranger went on to say that I must name my son Ishmael, which means ‘God hears’. Could this man standing before me be a messenger from God? He must have been – God was the only one who could have heard my constant silent cries, the only one who could really known what was going on. That night I called the Lord, ‘The God Who sees’.


I went back just as I was instructed. Thankfully I was back before sunrise and no-one was any the wiser that I had fled in the first place. I submitted to my mistress from that day on. It was never easy, but I managed somehow. Eventually Ishmael was born and once I had recovered, I went back to serving my mistress.

Years passed and in that time God apparently spoke to my mistress and our husband. They were told to change their names to Abraham and Sarah. Abraham said God had reaffirmed His promise that they would still be parents. Like I said before, it wasn’t possible, because Sarah was even further beyond child-bearing age and Abraham was now too old in years, as well.

I say it wasn’t possible but, somehow, it happened; Sarah fell pregnant.

She gave birth to her son, Isaac when Ishmael was about 14. She called him that because when he was born Sarah laughed uncontrollably as finally she had a son of her own, Isaac simply means ‘He who laughs’.


I guess Ishmael knew that Abraham loved Sarah more than he would ever love me, so maybe resented Isaac from the moment he was born. There was bound to be bad blood between them from day one.

Isaac grew and was eventually weaned. Abraham made it a day of celebration. Ishmael, as normal, just couldn’t keep his cool. More-so than normal, he constantly poked fun at Sarah and the baby. Sarah became angry with us for the last time.

She got her way, Ishmael and I were thrown out – no inheritance would ever be coming our way.

The next morning, Abraham seemed to be quite distressed and sorry for what he was doing, but before we were sent away, he made sure we had food and water. Maybe he was just trying to send us off in peace. Maybe he loved Ishmael more than he could ever make known in front of Sarah

We left, not knowing where to go. Stranded in the desert, scorching hot in the day and freezing at night. Our food and water soon ran out and our bodies became weak. I didn’t think we would survive much longer. I had more strength than Ishmael, who was hardly able to sit up on his own now, let alone walk. I couldn’t bear to see my son die, so I lay him down in a bush and walked away far enough so that I couldn’t hear his almost lifeless cries anymore. All alone in the wilderness, scared, my heart aching, I lifted my head up to weep from deep within over my son who I’d left to die, with what little strength I had left. It was then that I heard a familiar voice. A voice identical to the one I’d heard when I was alone in the wilderness all those years ago. He told me to take Ishmael and help him up. He reminded me of the promise I was given while I was pregnant. Suddenly I saw a well of water – had God just put it there, or in the heat and tiredness of my aching body had I just completely missed it? I didn’t really care at the time. I just drank deeply, it was the most refreshing water I’d ever tasted. I quickly filled up a skin with water and took it over to my son, who I lifted up and then helped him to drink.


So there’s my story. The way I remember it, anyway.


I often wonder, what would have happened if Abram and Sarai sat me down and just asked me to consider acting as a surrogate mother. Would I have seen their pain and agreed? Would it have hurt Sarai any less to watch me bear her husband’s first-born? 

What if I had acted with more grace and dignity towards my mistress? Would I have ever been treated harshly? Would I ever have felt the need to run away?

What if Ishmael and Isaac had been raised as loving brothers? Would there have ever been disunity enough to cause our being outcast from their home?


Then again, if Abram and Sarai had trusted in the promise between them and their God, would I ever have been caught up in it all? My son Ishmael would never have been born. There would be no one for Isaac, the son of my master and mistress to hate so much, or to be hated back.

My worry, though, is what is going to happen to them in the future. The words spoken to me so long ago about my son constantly run through my head, “He will be a wild donkey of a man; his hand will be against everyone and everyone's hand against him, and he will live in hostility toward all his brothers." My heart is pained to think about what could happen. Hatred between two brothers is bad enough, but if things come to pass and both of Abraham’s sons become fathers to many nations as was prophesied, then I dread to think what the future has in store for them.

If only Abram and Sarai had trusted in God’s covenant with them in the first place.

If only I hadn’t got caught up in their promise.

If only…

And yet, maybe I need to say that If only God is in control, then somehow there will be a way out, a way for brothers, sisters and nations to be reconciled, if only people stop and listen to His promises and trust for however long God’s promise takes to come to fruition.

If only…
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