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Later this morning, we will read about Sarah and Hagar, and in preparation, I’d like to explore 
how this story gets us in the frame of mind to enter the Days of Awe. I believe the Torah is 
giving us an opportunity to hold the pain and experiences of both of these women, without 
looking away. I believe it is providing a lesson to how we as individuals, and as a community, 
can hold and honor our pain or oppression while refusing to oppress others or look away from 
injustice. 
 
Today’s Torah reading is Genesis 21, the final act of Sarah and Hagar’s story, and the birth of 
Isaac. Hagar was an Egyptian woman whose status changes throughout the story, alternately 
referred to as a handmaid and a slave. Already well outside of childbearing years, the Torah 
says Sarah “gave” Hagar to Abraham as a second wife, in order to “be built up through her.”  
Hagar conceives, but things do not go as planned for Sarah, and she is consumed with anger 
and jealousy. Sarah treats Hagar harshly, and Hagar runs away into the desert, where she 
meets an Angel who tells her to return to Sarah’s abuse. 14 years later, God remembers Sarah, 
and she finally conceives and gives birth to Isaac. However, Sarah is still anxious about her and 
her son’s status, and has Abraham send Hagar and Ishmael away. 
 
In order to do justice to this story, we must first appreciate Hagar as a character, with her own 
arc and destiny. And in doing so, we learn not only about her, but about our own tradition. She 
is so much more than merely Sarah’s victim.  
 
In my analysis of this story, I was deeply influenced by Tikva Frymer-Kensky’s book “Reading 
the Women of the Bible”. She was my first Bible teacher, and though she passed away more 
than a decade ago, I still learn so much from her. 
 
For one thing, Hagar is a single woman, a mother, and eventually a freed slave. She interacts 
personally with God and an angel of God. These interactions resemble divine visitations that 
primarily male characters have. Unlike the rest of the matriarchs, there is no male intermediary 
to speak for her or to receive word from God on her behalf. Hagar gives a name to God, and 
she is the only character in the entire Bible to do so. In turn, God, and the angel are the only 
characters who call Hagar by her name. She is also the only woman to receive independent 
promise of a line of descendants; she alone is presented as the progenitor of Ishmael’s lineage.  
The character with the lowest status in this story is lifted up both by God and by the text.  
 
In addition, her story parallels Abraham’s. Abraham is promised “countless” descendants, a 
great nation, but only after they will suffer 400 years of slavery and affliction; Hagar is similarly 
promised not only a child, but a nation, and more descendants than she could count, only after 
she returns to slavery and submits to Sarah’s abuse.  
 



The chapter we are reading today mirrors the following chapter, the Akedah or near sacrifice of 
Isaac, which is traditionally read on the second day of Rosh Hashanah. In both stories Abraham 
is reluctant to harm his children, but does what God says. In both stories, parents set out in the 
morning with children and provisions and think their children will die in the wilderness.In both 
stories, a divine being intercedes and saves the children, ending terrifying episodes with 
miracles. 
 
In addition, Hagar’s story foreshadows our slavery in Egypt, and the commandment to love the 
stranger, because we were strangers in Egypt. Her name even sounds like the Hebrew for “the 
stranger” — ha-ger. Hagar’s story is a contraction of the entire saga of slavery in Egypt. The 
Egyptians began to see the Hebrews living amongst them as a threat when they noticed their 
numbers were increasing; Sarah too is threatened by Hagar’s fertility.  In both cases, Pharaoh 
and Sarah want to do away with this threat. In both cases, God hears the cries of the abused, 
and responds; but freedom is not instantly granted. In both cases the flight from slavery to 
freedom is chaotic and perilous, with both Hagar and the Hebrews convinced they will die in the 
desert. Her story resonates with us because it is our story: a lowly group of freed slaves, unsure 
if  they’ll make it, whose cries are heard by God.  
 
When we consider that Sarah intended for Ishmael to be counted as her son, which would have 
been entirely possible at the time, the fact that Hagar not only receives her freedom but is also 
allowed full parentage of her child is astonishing.  
 
In contrast with Hagar, Sarah does not ever communicate directly with God: she is forced to 
eavesdrop to hear God’s promise of children to her and Abraham. Upon hearing this, she 
laughs, and is criticized for her reaction. God refers to her in the third person, with the exception 
of that scolding.It is fair to wonder what Abraham has told Sarah; as readers we are privy to 
omnipotent narration. In the preceding chapters, we see Abraham put her in danger, allowing 
her to be held captive by Pharaoh and Abimelech, forcing God to intercede.We see her place in 
Abraham’s story and family reaffirmed by God, but, does she understand what happened? Does 
she ever feel the love we see God express to Abraham, who is reassured many times, who 
walks with God, who stargazes with God, and argues with God? 
 
Sarah certainly had power over Hagar, and Hagar was legally her property when the story 
begins. As Abraham’s primary wife, Sarah continues to exploit her power over Hagar. Her own 
trauma did not help her be kind to Hagar; rather it meant she lived with constant fear and 
anxiety. She could not imagine Hagar’s perspective and completely dehumanizes her. She only 
saw her as a rival, who, in a world that was not kind or easy, she sought to remove. Similarly, 
when our personal and ancestral experiences of anti-Semitism get in the way of tending to 
others’ pain we know we have erred. We must find a way to hear and honor our own pain and 
history, but never be their servant. 
 
On Rosh Hashanah we not only hope for a good year for ourselves, but we take a deep gaze 
internally, and engage in the process of teshuva, commonly translated as repentance, but which 



really means a “turning” -- a shift in perspective and a process by which we do our best to right 
wrongs and redress harm. 
 
The call of the shofar is the call to teshuva. The rabbis of the Talmud describe the sound of the 
blasts as mimicking the cries of the mother of one of our greatest enemies, Sisera. He sought to 
destroy the Israelites and was heroically killed by Yael in the book of Judges. But, as we’ve 
seen in the story of Hagar, rabbinic tradition questions our tendency to see even our rivals and 
enemies as “the other.” Sisera’s mother is sitting at her window, wondering why he is not 
returning; she’s worried and scared and cries out - the cries that are echoed today by the 
shofar.  
A midrash recounts that Sisera’s mother was gifted with prophecy at that window, and saw that 
her descendants would include Rabbi Akiva, one of the most renowned sages of the Mishnah, 
who was executed by the Romans. 
 
So, on Rosh Hashanah, we find ourselves thinking about the cries of two non-Israelite mothers; 
because doing the work of living in the world involves being able to see others, and respond to 
their suffering. The story starts with a barren woman whom God remembers in her suffering, 
and ends with a freed slave and single mother whom God rescues and provides for.  
 
On Rosh Hashanah we are not only thinking of those things which God controls, or those things 
which are beyond our own control.But furthermore, we are thinking of how to do better; our 
misses and shortcomings; we are thinking of how to adequately apologize, and how to better 
help others in their suffering and oppression. It is our hope that the sound of the shofar causes a 
reverberation in our hearts, allowing us to hold our own pain lightly, and respond with an open 
heart to the pain around us.  
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