Sermon for Trinity 3
Happy Father’s Day to me and to any men who are here! Today, we honour those men in our lives who have offered us nurture, care, kindness, who have been able to show us how to properly manage our emotions, to take responsibility, to act with gentleness and compassion and to model real love, such as our Heavenly Father has for us. As a father of both men and women and as a grandfather of boys and girls, all of that remains a commitment for the rest of my life. I have to say I am immensely proud of the people my sons and daughters have become and my grandchildren are becoming. There is nothing in my life more serious, more rewarding, more enjoyable than fathering. And I’ve been at it for over 40 years. It’s a never-ending task. At times, it’s been horrendously difficult; at times an unsurpassed joy; and, this autumn, I get to do what every girl’s father anticipates – to walk my daughter down the aisle!
Of course, I’ve not always been the best father I could be. Sometimes, it feels like our kids turn out fine despite us. And it is the case that children are remarkably resilient. I know this personally because my own experience as a son wasn’t the best, but somehow I’m here. Fathers’ Day. Mothers’ Day. These occasions are bitter sweet, aren’t they? 
It’s appropriate therefore our first lesson today from Genesis is a sad one. We’ve been following the story of Abraham. Last week, we considered the visit of the three heavenly messengers to Abraham and his wife Sarah underneath the oak of Mamre. A famous story across religions and cultures in the course of which the couple are informed that they will have a son, despite Sarah being well past her child rearing years. Her response is to laugh at this preposterous announcement. But, as it turns out, the lesson of the story is that nothing is impossible with God and that we’re never too old for God’s plans either. Sarah has the baby. She and Abraham call him Isaac, meaning ‘she laughs’ after the moment when Sarah laughed at the news from the heavenly messenger. And the child grew and was weaned; and Abraham planned a great celebration, a feast.
But there was a tricky complication that cast a cloud on this familial bliss. For, before the angelic visitors had arrived at their door, Abraham had grown impatient, even despairing that he and Sarah had lived so long without a child. And he’d slept with someone else: Hagar, an Egyptian, one of his domestic servants. Hagar had become pregnant and she’s delivered a son to Abraham before Sarah did. They’d called him Ishmael.
And now the two, Isaac and Ishmael, were growing up. And Sarah saw them playing together. She did not approve. She could not countenance the possibility that ultimately another son would share Abraham’s inheritance with hers. She, after all, was the actual wife, the one who had stood by her husband all this time. She asked for Hagar and Ishmael to be sent away.
There was no real relationship between Abraham and Hagar. It had been little more than a night of passion, a cynical attempt on his part to procure an heir. But Ishmael was his son and he was torn. On the one side, he loved his wife and he accepted that Isaac was God’s promised one, who would secure his dynasty. On the other side, Ishmael was his first born, whom he also loved. He had been rash. Frankly, he had been unfaithful. And now he faced the consequences. There was no good outcome; no choice to make that would not result in strife and difficulty, all of his own making of course. 
So he acceded to Sarah’s request. He got up early, took a skin of water and some bread, gave it to Hagar, and sent her and the child away.
She was left desolate. She had no rights, no recourse, no place of shelter. The patriarchy was such that all the shame was hers for sleeping with Abraham and having a child. And she was literally left to wander with her child in the desert, to drink the water and the bread until both ran out. And then what? Well, she finds what shelter she can for the child, sits down and weeps choosing a spot far enough away that she will not see when the child dies. She has come to an end of her own resources and the resources that she can find in this world. It’s a human story of abandonment and despair that is told over and over in lives around the world, in the lives of those we know and those we love; and perhaps in our lives too. And, too often, this is how the story ends.
But it need not. And in Hagar’s case it doesn’t. For in that moment of terminal despair, she hears a voice. And it’s the voice of an angel. God, she is told, has heard the cry of the child and she is instructed to take him in her arms once more for this is far from the end, but a new beginning and a moment of promise. For the angel announces that Ishmael too will be the father of a great nation. Hagar opens her eyes. And there, somehow, in that vast arid desert, impossibly but actually, is a well of water. She fills the skin with water. They both drink. They travel on. 
‘God was with the boy’, we are told. He grew up in that desert. He became a great archer. He married an Egyptian. He too became a father, a grandfather and eventually an ancestor of countless others. He’s even viewed by Muslims to this day as an ancestor of the Prophet Muhammed. For all the great Abrahamic faiths, Jews, Christians, Muslims, he sets the pattern for what later would happen with Moses – the abandoned child who would become a prince. And, for us as Christians, the story of Hagar prefigures what happens with Mary as an angel will also appear to her and announce the birth of a child without human conception, a boy whom God will also be with as he grows up. Jesus.
This is a story that teaches us that God gives up on no one. That even the worst of circumstances, stemming from our appalling human mistakes, can change for the better. For there is a God who is father to us all, with whom no one is left behind; who meets us in our despair, consoles us and sets us on a better a path.
But all this needs angels.
I met some on Tuesday night. Janice and I were at Finchley Progressive Synagogue where we had gone to an event in the hope that I might meet someone who would help me find a way to be in touch with the Jewish community here in this parish. We also knew the reputation that synagogues have for serving rather nice food.
And we were not disappointed. There was the most amazing buffet of home-made food and the warmest of welcomes. As it happened, I took my seat next to a rabbi with whom I shared contact details and who is going to introduce me to the rabbi at the JFS School, up towards Kingsbury, the largest Jewish school in Europe and firmly within our parish. 
But those weren’t the main takeaways from Tuesday night. As we turned into the open gateway to the synagogue and waited with the security staff whilst they checked whether we were on the guest list, I expected a timorous community inside, frightened by the hostility that Jews now experience in many parts of our city and nation. Not at all. The mood was bold and confident. We were there to celebrate a decade of work with marginalised people, asylum seekers and refugees; with the synagogue becoming the first ever awarded Synagogue of Sanctuary status. One after the other, previously bruised and abandoned people got up to tell their story – a man from Syria who had come to Finchley with his family escaping the catastrophic conflict in Syria under the UK government scheme, there a doctor, now a film-maker, welcomed with open arms by this Jewish community, offered food, clothes, advice on how to settle, lessons in English, friendship;  a woman from Ukraine with a similar story, previously nominally Jewish, now a member of that Synagogue community herself; a trans woman from Sri Lanka, not able to be herself and therefore safe in her own land, now similarly welcomed without judgment; an Ethiopian Christian still housed in an asylum seeker hotel, but now part of a men’s support group run by the synagogue, and, a chef by trade, the proud cook of several of our dishes. Here were glimpses not of the world as it so often is but the world as it should be, because that one comparatively small community had heard the cry of the needy and abandoned, the Hagars and Ishmaels of our day, and been prepared to take up the mantle of God’s angels, relentlessly, persistently providing water in a desert land. It was truly inspirational.
God’s plan will not unfold of its own. St Teresa of Avila, a Spanish nun in the 16th century, is famously attributed with this saying:
	‘Christ has no body now but yours,
	No hands, no feet on earth but yours.
Yours are the eyes through which he looks 
with compassion on the world.’ 
In other words, we too need to embody the voice of that angel who spoke to Hagar, encouraging her to pick up her child once more, to open her eyes and behold the well, with the sustaining water of life that lay before her. In whatever way we can. With whatever it takes that we can manage. Together, to make that better and fairer world for all – children, mothers, and for fathers. 


