Hagar: The Fall 2008 Abrahamic Faiths Forum

Christians, Jews and Muslims all pronounce her name differently: Hay′-gar, Hah-gar′ and Hah′-jer. And she plays a different role in each of the three religions, as the 50 or so people who attended the Abrahamic Faiths Forum at Waterloo Lutheran Seminary on November 26, 2008, discovered as they listened to Jewish, Muslim and Christian speakers.
Hagar, the Egyptian slavegirl in the book of Genesis who becomes a wife of the patriarch Abraham and bears his first son, Ishmael, is a “truly enigmatic figure,” said Rabbi Michal Shekel, executive director of the Toronto Board of Rabbis and author of an article on Hagar in The Women’s Torah Commentary (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2000). On one hand, she is “a foreigner — a nothing to those around her.” On the other hand, she is the first person in the Bible to be approached by a messenger of God (an angel), and she performs the radical act of giving God a name: “And she called the name of the Eternal who spoke to her, ‘You are El-Ro’i [God of Seeing]’” (Genesis 16:13). “The Yiddish term for that is chutzpah,” said Rabbi Shekel.
She described Hagar as someone with “an innate sensitivity to the divine.” In Hebrew, Hagar’s name can be parsed to mean either “God is alien” or “God dwells within.” Rabbi Shekel commented, “Each of us has the divine within us. Do we distance ourselves or embrace the divine?”
Dr. Idrisa Pandit, coordinator of Muslim Social Services of Kitchener-Waterloo and a member of the Interfaith Grand River steering committee, noted that Muslims relive the story of Ibrahim and Hajar in the Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca that is one of the pillars of the Islamic faith. She described Hajar — who although not mentioned by name in the Qur’an is known to Muslims through the Hadith or traditions —  as “one who turns from being a slave to being the mother of many nations and tribes.” Hajar is “the wife and mother of prophets” and represents “an end to racism and classism.”
A key element of Hajar’s story that is relived in the Hajj is her jihad, her struggle, which takes place when she is abandoned in the desert with her son Ismail. When her food and water run out, “she doesn’t wait for miracles to happen,” Dr. Pandit said. Rather, she runs between two hills, and God responds by giving her “the blessing of life — water.” God provided the well of Zamzam, which is still there, Dr. Pandit said: “Every pilgrim drinks from it.” Pilgrims also recreate Hajar’s jihad by travelling back and forth between the hills of Al-Safa and Al-Marwa. “We are Hajar’s children,” Dr. Pandit concluded, “legitimate children of the prophet Ibrahim.”
Christians know of Hagar through the Genesis texts they share with Jews and also through a single text in the New Testament, in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Rev. Dr. Aubrey Botha, minister of Central Presbyterian Church in Cambridge, commented on both these sources. The desert to which Hagar and Ishmael are banished, Dr. Botha said, is “a place of God taking care.” Hagar’s son is an outsider, he noted, but “God cares for the outsider. God does not expel [Hagar and Ishmael] from His grace. God is not exclusively concerned with Israel — God does not concern Himself only with the elect.”

In Galatians (4:21–31), Paul takes Hagar and Sarah as corresponding to two covenants. Hagar, “whose children are born into slavery,” stands for the Law, the covenant given on Mount Sinai. “But the Jerusalem above is free,” says Paul, “and that is the one that is our mother.” Dr. Botha described the text as a “polemic against the Judaizers” who wanted the new Christians of Galatia to retain Jewish observance. Both Isaac and Ishmael “are sons of Abraham,” he noted, but the new Christians “have been set free” and “live in the New Jerusalem.”
Waterloo Lutheran Seminary presents two Abrahamic Faiths Forums each year, with the fall forum focusing on a person who is of interest to all three faiths and the spring one focusing on a broader topic. The next forum, on the topic of “Do our sacred texts promote religious intolerance?”, will take place on March 11.
