
Story Number 12

HAGAR AND ISHMAEL

Ten years after leaving Harran and arriving in Canaan, Abram’s wife

Sarai was seventy-five years old, 1 had no children, and was too old to

have any. It is very unusual for a woman over forty-five to have children,

and she was far older than that. Abram and Sarai were both very upset

about this. It was considered a disgrace for a woman to have no children,

even if it is not her fault, and Sarai also felt lonely without any. Abram

was eighty-five years old and also had no children, but although a man is

never too old to have any, nobody lives for ever, and who would take over

when he died?

Sarai had an idea. In those days a man could have more than one wife.

Sarai had an Egyptian slave girl called Hagar, and suggested that Abram

should take her as a second wife. Hopefully she would give him a child

that Sarai could adopt, which might make her feel better. Abram took her

advice. But although Hagar was now Abram’s wife, she was still Sarai’s

slave.

All this is a little difficult to understand, but things were different in

those days. They did things differently and thought differently, unlike the

way we do today.

After Abram married Hagar she became pregnant, and began to treat

Sarai with contempt. She was about to have a child and Sarai had none!

1. Strictly one should deduct one year from all ages given in the Bible, since
they used to count differently. They started with one – a ‘one-year old’ meant
someone in the first year, up to the first birthday. We start with nought, ‘one-year
old’ means after the first birthday. However, in these stories we have not done
that, so that when comparing what we have written with what is written in the
Torah the reader should not get confused.
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This annoyed Sarai immensely, and she complained to Abram, blaming

him. He replied ‘Look, she is your slave, do what you want with her!’

Sarai then began to torment Hagar and in various ways – we are not

told how – made her life so miserable that she ran away and wandered

around in the desert on the way to Egypt. An angel of God found her by

an oasis and recognised her. ‘Hagar’ he said, ‘where have you come from

and where are you going?’

‘I am running away from my mistress Sarai’ she replied.

‘Look here’ said the angel, speaking in the name of God, ‘go back and

put up with her and suffer, becasue it is going to be worth your while.

You are pregnant, and about to give birth to a son, whom you are to call

Ishmael (which means that God has heard your complaint). He will be the

father of a great nation.’

She went back, and eventually gave birth to the son, whom Abram,

then eighty-six years old, called Ishmael.

We will meet Hagar and Ishmael again later in another story.
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