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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Birds of a Feather
Genesis 21:8-21; Matthew 10:27-39

It will be no surprise to anyone that I have been thinking a lot about
children and families this week.  Joining that elite club, “which one friend calls
“the fools club of grandparents,” makes one think a lot about our little
ones–and the big ones who grow up.

Seeing each picture and video of Savannah Grace makes me want only
the best for her.  Obviously Deborah and I cannot wait to get our hands on her
and talk to her, but we also want to introduce her to you, to do things for her,
to give things to her, to spend time with her.  One thing is certain, not one
malicious thought has run through my mind concerning that little girl.  How
could it?

Having a hundred or so children skipping through our buildings this past
week was a delight.  They were all so excited to be here and so loving toward
the adults who worked with them.  In fact, one of those little fellows even
latched onto me–literally.  He came up and hugged me one day and would not
let go.  The fact that he took me to be Santa Claus might have had something
to do with his affection.  It certainly made me think about a needed diet.

So I have been thinking a lot about children and grandchildren and
families.  These things have been on my mind, not merely because of
Savannah’s entry into our lives or Vacation Bible School or watching my own
children suddenly grow up.  I have been thinking about families because I
have been reading the Bible, specifically that passage from the Book of
Genesis that we heard earlier.

There was a new baby named Isaac which means “laughter” because
God brought Sarah laughter through the absurdity of having a child in her old
age.  Isaac was the son of promise born to Abraham and Sarah, God’s hand-
picked parents.  He was a healthy, happy baby boy.  When he was
weaned–at about two to three years old–it was cause for celebration and
Abraham threw a party.



There was also a boy a few years older.  His name was Ishmael and he
was also the son of Abraham, but not by Sarah.  His mother was Sarah’s
handmaid, a young woman named Hagar.  In that culture, at that time, the
most important thing a woman could do in life was to provide an heir for her
husband.  If she could not, in order to “save face,” it was perfectly acceptable
to provide a handmaid as a surrogate.  As we know, although Abraham is
considered “the father of the faith” (Hebrews ), like the rest of us, he basically
stumbled and bumbled along, often acting out of a lack of faith.  When God’s
promise of a son was not realized after many years of waiting, Sarah and
Abraham took matters into their own hands.  Sarah was getting old and
approaching 90.  Abraham was getting desperate because an heir was critical
to the fulfillment of God’s promise to create a new nation through him.  Sarah
sensed his anxiety and told him to take Hagar to accomplish God’s dream for
them.

Their plan worked except that Sarah soon became pregnant with her
own child.  At the weaning feast, Sarah saw Ishmael playing with his younger
brother.  A sight that would warm the hearts of most mothers, it made Sarah’s
blood boil.  She lost her laughter and replaced it with animosity.  She wanted
to make certain that Ishmael never shared in Isaac’s inheritance so she told
Abraham to “cast out” Hagar and her son.  He was to send them off on their
own.

Abraham was understandably distressed so he took the matter straight
to God.  You would expect God to say, “Abraham, Ishmael is your son, too. 
Tell Sarah to get over it.  Isaac is the son of promise, but you have a
responsibility to Ishmael, too.”  That is what you would expect God to say.  It
is not, however, what God said.

This story does prove that God understands something about
relationships and marriage.  When Abraham asked God what he should do,
God said, “Do whatever Sarah tells you to do!”  God is wise!

Or not?  Honestly, I am appalled by this story.  How could Sarah be so
hard-hearted as to disown Ishmael as Abraham’s son and to treat Hagar with
such cruelty?  After all, Hagar was a pawn in this game.  Do you think her
dream in life was to have a child with her boss–a ninety-something year old
man?  (No offense to you 90 plus year old men out there!)

Abraham showed little backbone.  Did he even need to ask God to tell
him the right thing to do?  Did he not know his obligation as a father?  Don’t
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we all?  And what about God?  Surely God knew that a mother and child
wandering in the desert meant certain death.  What was God thinking to
indulge Sarah’s cruel insecurity?

It is sad that we often hurt the ones we love the most.  Families are
difficult.  Families are challenging.  Sometimes families are even cruel.  Most
of the time, some of us are just selfish and self-centered, jealous and greedy,
immature, or simply unhappy with life.  Unable to fix things for ourselves, we
decide to make life miserable for other people and at least have good
company in our mutual unhappiness.

There is no family that is untouched by tension and hurt from within. 
Why do you think the writers if the Old Testament so often chose family
situations to illustrate our human struggles and to point to God’s work in the
world?  The story of Cain and Abel is told to highlight the natural rivalry that
exists between siblings and to make clear the consequences of not handling
that rivalry with flexibility and compassion.

Sarah and Abraham were human.  It is what makes their story so
compelling and enables us to put ourselves in their place.  How would we
behave if we were Sarah and felt like our son’s future was threatened by an
older half-brother?  If we were Abraham, would we stand up for a son
conceived, not out of love, but mere practicality?  What about God?  If we
were in God’s place, what would we do to remedy the situation?  God is not
human.  Yet, it was God who advised Abraham to do what Sarah wished. 
God, in essence, told Abraham to send Hagar and Ishmael into the brutal
desert alone.  It was a death sentence for two vulnerable people who had
done nothing wrong.

Names in the Old Testament are significant.  They tell a story in
themselves.  Ishmael’s name tells his story.  It means, “God hears.”  After
they were sent into the desert and their water ran out, Hagar gave up and sat
down to watch her son die in the unforgiving heat.  Suddenly God spoke.  God
heard her prayers and the cries of her son.  God heard.  God had also been
watching.  And God provided.  When Hagar took the time to look around, she
saw a well from which she drew refreshing water that saved their lives and
confirmed God’s providence over them.  God heard Hagar and Ishmael and
later provided Ishmael with a wife.  As with Isaac, God made of Ishmael a
great nation.  The Arab people are traced back to Ishmael just as the Hebrew
people are traced back to Isaac.  Both groups find their origin in Abraham and
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their kinship in a promise from God.  Sadly, we discover that family troubles
can last decades, centuries, even millennia!

In today’s Gospel lesson, it appears as if Jesus resigned himself to such
family squabbles.  Matthew records a diverse collection of insights which
Jesus passed onto his followers.  Among them we find these words:

“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth;
I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.  For I have come to
set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother,
and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and one’s foes
will be members of one’s own household.

It sounds as if Jesus couldn’t care less about family relationships. 
Remember that Jesus also grew up in a family.  We need not think there were
never any sibling squabbles, no bruised feelings, no conflicting interests.  It
was a normal, Jewish family in its time and place.   Jesus’ point was that at
times our faith in God may well cause tension within the family.  He wraps up
these sayings by emphasizing, “Those who find their life will lose, and those
who lose their life for my sake will find it.”  The point of this teaching and all
of Jesus’ teachings is life.  In our efforts to find our way to abundant life, we
may disagree with the people closest to us, even our own family.

Fortunately, tucked into those very hard sayings, is one that Hagar
needed to hear and the rest of us ought to heed: “Are not two sparrows sold
for a penny?  Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your
Father.  And even the hairs of your head are all counted.  So do not be afraid;
you are of more value than many sparrows.”

In Jesus’ day, one could purchase a couple of sparrows for a penny to
be used as a sacrifice in the temple.  Two for one.  That is pretty cheap. 
Sparrows were common and plentiful and cheaper than a dime a dozen.  To
God, however, they were very important.  Jesus told his followers that even
though they might not give much value to the life of a sparrow, God did.  Not
a sparrow could fall to the ground that God did not take notice.

More important, Jesus reminded his listeners that we are far more
precious to God than sparrows.  God notices us.  God even counts the hairs
on our head (An easier task with some of you!)  God watches us.  God hears
us.
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The point is that God cares about you and your life.  God cared about
Ishmael and Hagar and took care of them.  God cared for Abraham and
Sarah despite their selfish attitudes and feeble faith.  God cared for Isaac,
though he proved to be a but dense at times, God still kept the promise to
build a great nation from him.

Unfortunately God’s promise to us does not guarantee that there will be
no hardships or pain.  God could not guarantee Hagar that Abraham would
always provide for her and her son, but God did promise to take care of them
himself.  God sees us as his flock of sparrows and watches over us whatever
comes our way.  When bad or terrible things do happen, God hears.  When
we are in distress and do not know which way to turn, God acts.  When family
hurts us or we hurt our families, God will guide us to soothe the wounds and
make us whole again.  There is a well out there for us.  God provides what we
need in the desert places of our lives.  The wells we discover are brimming
with confession and forgiveness, counseling and support, cooperation and
sharing.  There are water and food and jobs and a home in those wells. 
Whatever we need to repair our relationships and heal our lives, God
provides.  God hears.  God acts.  God loves.  So should we.

We are birds of a feather–highly valued by God who became one of us
so that he might better understand us.  We are loved by God who knows us
better than we know ourselves and values us more than life itself.  We are
cared for by God who understands our needs and provides us with abundant
life.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

5



June 22, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Our faith is a promise, O God, and our lives are the fulfillment of that
pledge.  We are sometimes better at being faithful than at other times. 
Always, however, we are grateful.  We recognize that you are always near us,
always guiding us, always making a way for us.  For every gift we have been
given, for every grace we have received, we are thankful, O God, and offer
our praise to you.

We are thankful for our families.  We are grateful for new life that has
come among us and we are blessed by life that has stretched over long years
and experienced so many of your gifts.  We thank you for lives that have
touched ours and moved on to your full presence.  We thank you for
relationships that sustain us day by day and make life all the more pleasant
and enjoyable.  When we fail at being family to one another, forgive us, we
pray, and teach us how to love the ones who are closest to us.  Grant us
forgiveness when we need it, courage when it is essential, strength for all
times, and compassion in all things.

You have listened carefully to our lists of concerns, both spoken and
whispered in our hearts.  You know these needs better than we do, O God,
and you have created resources to meet them.  Bring them together, we pray. 
Provide healing when possible, relief from suffering in all situations, comfort
for each of us, and hope for us all.  Make a path for us when we do not know
which way to go and walk with us on the loneliest journeys.

Bless us as a family of faith, we pray, and help us to discern your
continued calling in this place.  Inspire us, invigorate us, call us to action, and
equip us for your ministry among us.  Help us to live into our faith and to be
all that you desire us to be, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


