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God’s Other Stories 

 Life isn’t fair. It’s something we say to kids who complain over some perceived injustice. 

Life isn’t fair. But the fact that we have to keep saying it means that we long for it to be; we 

expect it to be fair. And we have to keep learning and reaccepting the fact that it is not fair.  

 One lesson we learn over and over again in the book of Genesis is that God is not  fair. 

It’s troubling, it’s scandalous that not only is life not fair, but God is not fair either. And don’t go 

thinking this characteristic of God is only a feature of the Old Testament. Jesus isn’t fair either 

and his parables portray a God who isn’t fair – think of the workers in the vineyard. The ones 

who come later in the day receive the same wage as those who have been toiling all day long1. 

Our God is not fair. 

 It’s a startling, inescapable part of these Genesis stories though, the scandal of God’s 

choosing. The fact that God chooses Abraham means others are not chosen. Isaac, not Ishmael, 

is the promised child.  

 Moving forward, it is Isaac’s progeny that are the blessing. Sarah - who arranged for 

Ishmael’s birth by giving her handmaiden Hagar over to Abraham when it seemed that Sarah 

was barren - was using the resources she had available to provide the promise God seemed to 

be withholding.  

                                                           
1 See Matthew 20:1-16 
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 But when God eventually came through, and Isaac was born, Sarah no longer wanted 

Hagar or this other child of her husband’s hanging around. And so she persuaded Abraham to 

cast them out to the wilderness. And while Abraham gave them some water and some morsels 

of food, his act was an almost certain death sentence for the child he fathered and the woman 

he had used. 

 We could take this story symbolically. In other words, don’t think of a real-life mother 

and her real-life child as hungry, homeless, abandoned. Don’t think of an actual child as 

rejected by God. Think of Sarah’s cleverness, her plans, and schemes as opposed to unrelenting 

faith in God, as the thing cast out. Isaac is not a boy, but the fruit of faith. Ishmael and Hagar 

are not victims but the tools of human ingenuity rejected in favor of God’s promise. 

 But these characters don’t read like symbols. These stories don’t touch our minds. They 

touch our hearts. There is no right way to read the bible, only to consistently ask where the 

gospel is within the words.  

 Scholars, all of them male, looked to the Abrahamic stories as purely interested in the 

relationship between God and Abraham. Feminists came along and asked, “well, what about 

Sarah?” And sure enough, God refuses to leave Sarah out of the promise, even though she is 

barren, even though she is old. Then womanists, feminists of color, came along and asked, “well 

what about Hagar?2” They saw in Hagar clear parallels between her and black slaves who also 

bore children for white masters and who also suffered horribly from the cruelty of white 

women. For them, Hagar and her child were not symbols, but living breathing characters who 

spoke to their own pain across the millennia and through the pages of sacred text. 

                                                           
2 Specifically, see Weems, Renita (1988) Just a Sister Away. Philadelphia, PA: Innisfree Press, Inc. 
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 The saga of Hagar and her son Ishmael, this story inserted into a cycle of stories about 

chosen people, reminds us that God has other stories. We know some stories, but remember 

that God has so many more.  

 A few years ago there was a shocking story that came out about the North Miami Police 

Department. The police department had been using the mugshots of African Americans for 

target practice3. This was when Black Lives Matter and the shooting of unarmed African 

Americans was starting to gain significant media coverage. On a closed Facebook group of 

Lutheran pastors an idea surfaced: why not send pictures of clergy to the police department for 

them to use instead? The thought was to be allies, to demonstrate the horror of using a real 

person’s image for target practice.  

The idea spread and I heard about it. I had this headshot taken a few years earlier by a 

parishioner who was a professional photographer. I looked good in this picture. Perfect 

makeup, perfect hair. I was wearing my collar: cute, white, young. I dutifully faxed it to the 

police department in Miami and posted it on Facebook using the campaign hashtag 

#UseMeInstead.  

And all kinds of people praised me for it and the campaign spread. All kinds of people 

(all of them white), clergy and lay started sending in and posting pictures #UseMeInstead, even 

long after the practice had been abandoned by this police department.  

But then we started to get feedback from African American clergy that we were not 

helping as much as we thought we were. We were taking over the story. We were turning 

                                                           
3 https://www.orlandoweekly.com/Blogs/archives/2015/01/16/north-miami-police-under-fire-for-using-real-
mugshots-of-black-men-for-target-practice 
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ourselves into the heroes. And we were inadvertently feeding into the pernicious idea that 

white skin was inherently less threatening than black skin. Our heroics had drowned out the 

original outrage that police were literally targeting people of color. Yes, but everyone look at 

my cute picture! 

Even when I tried to voice my doubts about the campaign and back away I ended up 

attracting attention. People rushed to try to make me feel better and assuage my guilt. “No, 

you’re not racist, Justi! There’s nothing wrong with what you did!”  

But here’s the thing: sometimes the story is not about me. Sometimes I’m in the story 

but I’m a background character, a sidekick. And sometimes I’m in the story, but I’m the villain. 

God has other stories, and not only ones where we or people who look just like us or who are 

our spiritual ancestors are the heroes.  

In our American context, the story of Hagar has been used to uncover uncomfortable 

truths about race, and class, and gender. But our part in the story is never hard wired and we 

should never get comfortable with our part. Sarah, the Hebrew mistress, cruelly casts out her 

Egyptian slave. Generations later it will be a helpless Hebrew mother who needs the help of an 

Egyptian princess. The roles we play change and we need to pay attention to the part we’re 

playing.  

As we at St. Thomas seek to invite in others, people we want to be here, but aren’t here 

yet, remember that these ones we want to welcome have their own stories and we will want to 

listen carefully to make sure that we are supporting characters in their stories. We’ll need to 

listen to those outside these doors and see how we fit into their narrative. 
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Life is not fair. We learn that lesson daily do we not? But the gospel is found in the cries 

of a child. God hears the cries of a child, in fact Ishmael’s name means “God hears”. We may 

not tell the story of where Ishmael is a chosen child, but God does hear him. God hears the cries 

of those who are cast out, forgotten, unwanted, even if we choose not to hear them. Be careful 

what part you play. Sometimes it is our role to step back and listen to someone else’s story. 


