Hagar: A Victim of Injustice’

No doubt, the biblical figure called Hagar is controversial. First, several Jewish
interpreters who interpret Genesis 16 and 21 are either indifferent to Hagar or side with
Sarah against her.” On the other hand, several African-American interpreters are
sympathetic with Hagar giving her a lot of attention.” Second, artists participate in
increasing the discord related to Hagar. For example, in front of the Cathedral of
Strasbourg stand the thirteenth century sculptures of Sarah and Hagar. Many Christians
throughout the centuries saw Sarah as the victorious queen who holds the cross and cup
while Hagar is the defeated woman holding the tablets of the law. The former is the
mother church while the later represents Judaism.* This perception corresponds with
Paul’s arguments in Galatians 4: 21-31.

Contrary to this depiction, in the seventeenth century Rembrandt “creates the beautiful,
stately, and pregnant Hagar next to the bent over old crone, Sarah.” Third, several
liberation theologians/feminists tend to focus on Hagar’s oppression in an androcentric
Patriarchal culture while several conservative Christians see Hagar as a mistake that
brought trouble and reflected unbelief.® Fourth, several prominent Arabic translations of
the Bible differ with King James Bible, New International Version, as well as Revised
Standard Version in translating Gen 16: 6.” Unlike, the pertinent English translations,
Arabic Translations describe Sarah’s action against Hagar as oppressive and humiliating.8

Admittedly, these controversies reflect conflicting opinions that are shaped by
different presuppositions and social locations. But they also point out the richness of the
Hagar figure that continues to provoke the imagination of different peoples from different
backgrounds. We hope to add to this rich spectrum of interpretations by reading the
Hagar story from a Palestinian Christian Perspective hoping to see in Hagar a source of
hope for both Jewish as well as Palestinian victims of injustice. Hagar represented both
Judaism and oppressed Christians among different interpreters. In fact, Hagar is not only
a part of the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish heritage but is also a source of hope and
inspiration for all of us. This essay will first describe Hagar’s difficulty then it will point
out her transformation in the midst of her ordeal.



Hagar’s Difficulty

Genesis 16 starts in the Holy Land and ends in it. In the first part (vv 1-6), we see
the rise and fall of Sarah’s maid. The first four verses delineate the elevation of Hagar in
the following way: she is a maid with a known name (v 1); she has the potential of producing
children (v 2); she is Abram’s wife (v 3); she is a pregnant wife (v 4). Hagar’s status has been
transformed from Sarah’s maid into Abram’s pregnant wife. However, her joy did not last for
Sarah alters her success into misery. Sarah insists that Hagar is her maid (v 5) and Abram
responds by returning Hagar to his barren wife describing her as Sarah’s maid (Gen 16: 6).
However, this time she is not the maid that Sarah endorses but the one whom Sarah
dethrones. The barren wife seems to be asking Abram for justice (v 5) but it is more
likely that she is pursuing revenge. As soon as Abram releases Hagar into her hands, she
oppresses her to the extent that made Hagar run away (v 6) and made the angel of the
Lord describe Hagar’s life before escaping as affliction or misery (Gen 16: 11).
Obviously, Sarah’s action convinced Hagar that it is better to risk her life and the life of
her pre-born baby in the wilderness than to stay with her oppressive mistress.

Seeing Hagar from this perspective, oppressed Jews as well as Palestinian
Christians can empathize with Hagar in their struggle against Sarah whether the latter
represents the church or the first matriarch of the Jewish people. In the last century, the
European church oppressed the Jews in the Holocaust and in this century some Israeli
Jews are enforcing oppressive military measures against Palestinians. Both Jewish
victims of the Holocaust and Palestinian Christians struggle with a group who claim
divine rights based on their propinquity to Abram and Sarah. Interestingly, Hagar was in
the Promised Land with the family that will be the means of blessing the whole world but
she was miserable because of Sarah’s sinful behavior and Abram’s indifference. Sarah’s
oppressive actions might be seen not only in the Holocaust but also in the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. Just like Hagar, some are dethroned, oppressed, and are considered
inferior.” These difficulties have contributed to increasing Palestinian immigration. The
numbers of Palestinian Christians, in particular, are dwindling very fast. Similar to Hagar,
many victims of the Holocaust and Palestinian Christians decided to escape. The former
escaped from Europe but the latter are leaving the Holy Land. The church rightly
recognized the pain of the victims of the Holocaust and their right to live secure and in
dignity. Now the church is expected to also comfort the Palestinian victims in their pain
and to participate in lifting every form of injustice against them.

Hagar’s Transformation

After Hagar escapes from the Holy Land, the angel of the Lord meets her and
speaks to her four times (Gen 16: 8, 9, 10, 11). Hagar is instructed to face her difficulties
differently. Instead of escaping from the Holy Land and the harsh holy family, she should
choose to go back. The angel of the Lord said to her, “Go back to your mistress and
submit to her” (Gen 16: 9). This is not an endorsement of Sarah’s oppression but an
encouragement to transform our situations by changing our expectations and strategy.
Hagar is informed to adopt the same strategy advocated in the Sermon on the Mount i.e.
the oppressed one is challenging the oppressive system in nonviolent ways. The victim of
injustice is becoming the messenger of God. The oppressed is responding to violence by



opening the channels of dialogue. Hagar is called to resist evil with good. She is called to
bless the barren Sarah whose seed is supposed to bless the whole world. Sarah might
reject Hagar but cannot reject her testimony that points to a just God.

Indeed, Hagar is called to obey God and be a blessing. The blessing that is
entrusted into the hands of Hagar can be summarized in two divine attributes: the God
who hears and the God who sees. First, the angel of the Lord informed Hagar that her
child shall be called Ishmael (yishma“‘-’€l) which means God hears. Ishmael is the answer
to Hagar’s affliction (Gen 16: 11). He shall be a living sermon that reminds Hagar of her
value in the eyes of God. In Genesis 16, God chooses to speak not to Abram or Sarah but
to the “inferior” Hagar for no one can monopolize God. Every time, Hagar and Abram
call the name Ishmael they will affirm that God hears the cry of the oppressed ones. God
heard Hagar’s aspirations for freedom by giving her Ishmael who shall be a free nomad
who is not bound by slavery.'” Through the birth of Ishmael and his numerous seed
Hagar will be transformed from a slave into a matriarch. Hagar’s self understanding is no
longer defined by how Sarah views her but by the promises of God. Similar to Hagar,
victims of injustice can affirm that God hears their cries.''

The second attribute is the God who sees. Seeing is a clear concern in Genesis
16."> When Hagar was in the Promised Land (Gen 16: 1-6) her eyes were focused on
Sarah. She compared herself to Sarah. On the other hand, Sarah’s eyes were on Hagar.
She made her the object of humiliation. However, God helped Hagar to stop looking at
herself or at Sarah. Instead, the object of Hagar’s eyes is '€l-Ro’1 i.e. the God who sees or
provides. Hagar’s experience of God qualified her to be God’s messenger. Hagar goes
back to Abram and Sarah telling them about ’€l-Ro’i and the angel of the Lord.
Consequently, Abram names his first born son Ishmael (Gen 16: 15). Many years later,
the angel of the Lord appears to Abram who remembers the lessons that he has learned
from Hagar. He tells his son Isaac that God will provide (yir’eh) the sacrifice (Gen 22: 8).
When God does provide it, Abram calls him: Yahweh who provides (yhwh yir’eh) using
a divine epithet that is so similar to the one that Hagar used.

Stated differently, victims of injustice must turn their eyes from focusing on the
difficulties they encounter to the God in whom they believe. Like Hagar, they can be
transformed and become a blessing even to their oppressors. This does not mean
endorsing oppression but it is fighting evil with good. It is also affirming that the election
of Abram and Sarah does not justify the oppression of Hagar. The church needs to
demonstrate the love of Christ towards the Jews. Concomitantly, Israeli Jews must love
their Palestinian neighbor and vice versa. In light of this understanding, I urge the
Catholic church and Israeli Jews to consider not only the Hagar of the Holocaust but also
the Hagar among Palestinian Christians who need to stop their demographic hemorrhage
and be empowered as they strive to be the light of Christ and the yeast of his love in a
country that is marked by darkness and hatred. Help us to work on mending the painful
wounds of Jews, Christians, and Muslims by fighting all forms of injustice and by
recognizing not only the injustices of the Holocaust but also the need of oppressed
Palestinians for a just peace.



Suggested Questions:

1. What is the role of the Roman Catholic Church in advocating Justice, Peace, and
Security among Palestinians and Israelis?

2. What are the implications of affirming the wrong done against the Jewish victims
of the Holocaust without pointing out the oppressive Israeli military measures
executed against Palestinians?

3. How can the Roman Catholic Church empower the Palestinian church in their
efforts to be the light of Christ as well as the bridges of peace and reconciliation
between two nations and three religions in the Holy Land?
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