
We’re continuing our Lenten sermon series on connection, where we’re fleshing out our 
church vision, which is: 

Cultivating faith that is about connection—to self, others, the wide world and 
God. 

This idea of connecting to ourselves can evoke in some people, including me, an oh-
gosh-this-sounds-like-Oprah cringe. As if our culture needs an invitation to be more self-
absorbed. But the more I’ve been thinking about it, the more important I think it is that 
we, as Christians, talk about having a healthy connection to self. Our culture’s not that 
good at it. 

Dr. Brene Brown, a social work professor at the University of Houston, makes a good 
case that our culture is highly shame-based. Meaning that, rather than helping us 
connect with our true selves, our culture tells us in different ways, over and over, that 
there’s something inherently wrong with us that makes us not good enough. We’re not 
powerful enough, thin enough, adventurous enough, outgoing enough, not a good 
enough parent. We’re just not enough. And then companies market to our shame to get 
us buy things we hope will then make us feel like enough.

Her research hit a cultural chord that I think is a spiritual truth, in that she says the way 
to combat shame is to be able to be vulnerable about who we really are, with all of our 
faults and foibles and needs and desires. And to practice being vulnerable in the context 
of safe relationships where we know we belong. 

So during Lent we have a practice we’ve been talking about a lot called our Big Ask. 
This is where we ask God for something for ourselves every day throughout Lent. And 
it’s meant to help us honestly connect with ourselves, and connect to God in a safe and 
vulnerable context. It’s practicing vulnerability. 

I think of it more like a spiritual direction exercise where we pay attention to the deep 
desires God gives us. Our bodies are good, God-given vehicles, through which God is 
capable of communicating with us. 

God Sometimes Says No
And every year, I have conversations with people who wonder what it means when they 
don’t get what they ask for. “Gosh, I’m being vulnerable with God and then nothing 
happens.” So here are some thoughts:

First, God always reserves the right to say no to our requests. Sometimes what we’re 
asking isn’t good for us, in the same way that you wouldn’t say yes to everything your 
ten year old asks of you. And sometimes what we’re asking for isn’t in line with what 
He’s doing. Many of us in this room share an experience that serves as a good example 
of this: Last year at our planting church we collectively asked God to pay off the church 
mortgage during Lent. And that didn’t happen.



Did that mean we didn’t have enough faith as a church community? That we didn’t pray 
enough? No. I just think it’s not what God was doing, and so the answer was no. So this 
year when our staff talked about this church’s Big Ask, we asked an additional question. 
We didn’t just ask, “What do we want? What would be amazing to see that could only 
be attributed to God?” We also asked, “What is God doing and how can we join him 
in that?”  And we all agreed that we think God is wanting to make a spiritual home for a 
lot of people who have traditionally felt outside the boundaries of church life. So we’re 
praying for that, as well as for the practical space to do that in. I think it will be a more 
fruitful Big Ask because we’re seeking what God’s doing already, and it’s also something 
we want. He’s placed that desire in our hearts. Because our desires can be one 
indicator of a God-breathed hope.

God Doesn’t Always Get What God Wants
I also think we sometimes don’t get what we ask for because God doesn’t always get 
what God wants in the here and now. This is a strange idea, but the Apostle Paul hints 
at it when he talks about how the satan - which just means the accuser, the opposing 
force to God in this realm - the satan kept Paul from traveling to places he felt like God 
asked him to go. In other words, God’s purposes seem to be able to be hindered. The 
picture Paul gives us is of a battle in the heavenly realms, where the kingdom of God is 
bursting forth in different places in the midst of pain and death and injustice and evil. 
And those forces are fighting it out.

Paul says the ultimate battle has already been won through Jesus and his resurrection - 
love and life triumph over sin and death and evil - but until the day comes that this is 
fully reconciled on the earth, we live in the tension of God’s coming kingdom on the one 
hand and the presence of evil and suffering. They co-exist. And there’s no tidy way to 
explain it because it is, in part, mysterious. 

And so even if God’s desire is always to heal, always to restore, always to bring forth 
justice, always to see people whole and healthy (and I believe it is always God’s desire 
to do us good), sometimes we don’t get healed. Sometimes we don’t get what we want. 
Suffering and death still exist, and while I absolutely believe in hope and miracles (I’ve 
seen some crazy miracles in my life - people have brain tumors and breast tumors 
disappear, MS fully healed, unexplainable things apart from God), I also know that when 
that doesn’t happen, it doesn’t mean that we didn’t have enough faith when we prayed, 
or that God is punishing us, or that we’re less important than other people. 

On the contrary, the witness of Scripture is that God mourns with us, and his presence 
can be closely and keenly felt in the midst of suffering and want because he knows 
suffering and want. It is a gift and a treasure for those who ask God to walk with them in 
the midst of hurt and disappointment. He’s always there. He’s perhaps felt most closely 
in that place.

So that brings us back to our Big Ask. Sometimes the answer is no. And sometimes 
God doesn’t get God’s way right now and his heart yearns and aches with us. But 



sometimes we’re not seeing what we want in our lives because we’re simply not asking 
for those things.

And asking God for things regardless of the answer is an invitation for closer 
relationship with him. Because it forces us to be vulnerable. It forces us to connect with 
our true selves, with our hearts’ desires, and make those known to him. And it’s scary 
because he might say no. And sometimes it’s scary because he might say yes. That 
was my fear last year. I was scared to ask for what I really wanted because I was afraid 
he would answer yes and I was afraid of the consequences of baring my inmost heart to 
him. I felt responsible for a congregation. I felt like I was being too weak and I needed to 
be stronger for the sake of others. 

Last Year’s Big Ask
But I hit a place after Lent when I knew I needed to open my heart completely to God, 
and I felt him beckoning me to do that. The house was empty, and I remember laying on 
the living room floor, crying out to God. I was weeping, and I was experiencing almost 
visible waves of his love coming over me. And I told him I was scared, and that I felt 
weak. I didn’t get a yes or a no in that moment to my heart’s requests, but he reminded 
me of who I was. He reminded me of my Tibetan name. The name my Tibetan Buddhist 
nun friends gave to me when I lived with them. They called me [say my Tibetan name]: 
White Woman In Whom There Are Buried Treasures. And God reminded me that he told 
me I’d be going through a time of smeltering, of refining, through a dream I’d had a 
couple years ago. And that he’d invested a lot in me, and I had a vision of him pouring 
molten gold in my chest. I realize looking back that it took more strength for me to bare 
my heart to God than it did for me to withhold it. My idea of what was making me weak 
was wrong.

And God’s response to me was interesting. The way God interacted with me when I 
came to him with something very raw was to remind me that I’m loved first and 
foremost, and then to remind me of who I am. When we connect with our identity in 
God, as his beloved children, and we come to Jesus, laying our desires before him, he 
holds that tenderly. That’s sacred space. If nothing else, my hope for you is that you feel 
loved by God in this process, and that you feel reassured that you belong to him and 
that he cares about your desires regardless of the outcome.

Hagar
It’s significant that the first name given to the God of the Bible by a human was El Roi, 
the God who sees me. As if allowing God to see us is a first step in connecting with him. 
And the person who gave him that name was called Hagar. She was Abraham’s slave, 
who bore him his first child, Ishmael.

Let’s talk a bit about Hagar. To do that we have to start with Abraham.

Abraham:
1. About 4,000 years ago, Abraham was born in a village called Harran. In a place 

many believe to be modern-day Iraq, though new scholarship places it in eastern 



Turkey, which makes more sense to me in the context of the story. Regardless, it 
was in the Near East.

2. Middle Eastern nomadic warlord, was the kind of man who was able to muster 318 
trained fighting men from among his household, as we discover when Abraham goes 
to rescue his nephew, Lot.

3. Which means there were at least as many women and children and elderly among 
this nomadic entourage.

4. There would’ve been thousands of cattle to support them.
5. This was a small traveling village.

Abram (later called Abraham) had a promise from God.

Genesis 12:1-4: The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people 
and your father’s household to the land I will show you.

“I will make you into a great nation,
    and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
    and you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,
    and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth
    will be blessed through you.”

So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was 
seventy-five years old when he set out from Harran.

That promise was threefold: individual (I will make you, Abram, a great nation. I will 
bless you, personally.), global (all peoples on earth will be blessed through you), and 
then in the next chapter land is also associated with this promise. So it’s you, others, 
and the wide world that I want to bless, says God.

I’ve often said that if there’s a thesis statement to the Bible, it’s found in this passage, in 
what we call the Abrahamic covenant: God’s heart is to bless the whole world, and he 
wants to do it in partnership with humans. God’s heart is to bless the world. He wants to 
do us good.

Abraham has a wife named Sarah. She seems to be his only proper wife - meaning 
she’s not a concubine - however, she would have had no legal status per se as a 
woman. But she had some domestic status in Abraham’s larger household that was 
based on two things:

1. She had status simply because she was the wife of this wealthy, powerful man.
2. She had status because of her potential to produce him an heir.



But Sarah had a major problem in that she couldn’t conceive. So she was unhappy 
about that. Maybe she’s unhappy because it made her status in the household a bit 
more tenuous. And maybe she was unhappy because she just really longed for a child. 
We don’t know.

So Sarah poses a solution to her problem; she brings her servant Hagar to sleep with 
her husband. We know from documents found from this time in Mesopotamia that this 
seems to be a perfectly legal (and maybe even expected) practice at the time. The child 
born from the union of Abraham and Hagar-the-slave would legally belong to Abraham 
and be known as the child of Abraham and Sarah-his-wife, as if the child were Sarah’s. 
So this initially seems to solve both of her problems. She’ll have a baby, and she’ll retain 
her status in the household.

Genesis 16:3-6 - So after Abram had been living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his 
wife took her Egyptian slave Hagar and gave her to her husband to be his wife. He 
slept with Hagar, and she conceived. When she knew she was pregnant, she 
began to despise her mistress. Then Sarai said to Abram, “You are responsible 
for the wrong I am suffering. I put my slave in your arms, and now that she knows 
she is pregnant, she despises me. May the Lord judge between you and me.” 
“Your slave is in your hands,” Abram said. “Do with her whatever you think best.” 
Then Sarai mistreated Hagar; so she fled from her.

Hagar has three strikes against her in her culture:
1. female
2. slave
3. foreign (Egyptian)

She’s powerless.

But her position of power changed when she became pregnant with Abraham’s child. 
Even if she has no standing in the household herself, her biological son now stands to 
inherit a lot of wealth, and she will likely be well cared for, as will her progeny, into old 
age. So maybe she can afford to let let her dislike of Sarah show. Sarah’s not the most 
sympathetic character in this story; she's not that nice. And you can imagine that Hagar 
may have been resentful for a long time. 

So Sarah retaliates against Hagar by making a power play. She goes to Abraham. And 
she blames Abraham for the situation; she makes him feel bad about it - classic 
displacement!  She’s the one who concocted the plan for Abraham to sleep with Hagar, 
but now she’s blaming him since it's not going how she wants it to go.  And Abraham’s a 
bit of a doormat of a husband. Keep me out of this: “Your slave is in your hands,” is what 
he told her. Do what you want. So Sarah abuses Hagar, and Hagar runs away. The 
abuse must have been so bad that she was scared for her life and for the life of her 
child. 



Genesis 16:7-15 - The angel of the Lord found Hagar near a spring in the desert; it 
was the spring that is beside the road to Shur. And he said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai, 
where have you come from, and where are you going?” 

“I’m running away from my mistress Sarai,” she answered.Then the angel of the 
Lord told her, “Go back to your mistress and submit to her.” The angel added, “I 
will increase your descendants so much that they will be too numerous to count.”

The angel of the Lord also said to her: 
“You are now pregnant 
    and you will give birth to a son. 
You shall name him Ishmael, 
    for the Lord has heard of your misery. 
He will be a wild donkey of a man; 
    his hand will be against everyone 
    and everyone’s hand against him, 
and he will live in hostility 
    toward all his brothers.” 

She gave this name to the Lord who spoke to her: “You are the God who sees 
me,” for she said, “I have now seen the One who sees me.” That is why the well 
was called Beer Lahai Roi; it is still there, between Kadesh and Bered.  

Beer Lahai Roi means “well of the one who sees me.” Throughout the Bible, wells tend 
to symbolize places where humans meet with God. Always pay attention to the wells.


Hagar’s a runaway slave, sitting hopeless in the desert. And the text invites us to care 
for her in this place, to have compassion on her. Which is really interesting when you 
ponder it: an ancient Near Eastern story set in a patriarchal context is inviting its 
listeners to care for this powerless outsider, this foreign female runaway slave.

It’s telling us that this God of the Bible is different in that he upholds the weak and the 
vulnerable. He’s not like other gods who want humans for their own benefit. God sees 
and hears Hagar’s cries. And he lifts her up from her lowly status of runaway slave to a 
very high status indeed, that of a matriarch. He tells her “I will increase your 
descendants so much that they will be too numerous to count.” That’s an honor 
reserved for very few in Scripture.

She recognizes and responds to God’s compassion and mercy and generosity. She 
feels seen and she feels heard. Which is probably different from most of her life 
experience. And she calls this God “El Roi,” the God who sees me.

The true test of character is how we treat those who have less power than us. Sarah 
fails this test; Abraham fails this test. So God enters the scene himself and shows us 



how to treat those who are powerless. He does this by example. He says: see them, 
care for them, encourage them, lift them up.

But something about this text that really caught my eye is what the angel first says to 
Hagar. Was it an angel, or was it the Lord himself? The text is a bit unclear. Hagar 
seems to think it actually is the Lord. And the first thing he asks her is, “Hagar, slave of 
Sarai, where have you come from, and where are you going?” 

Which should remind us of the question God asked Adam and Eve in the garden story a 
few chapters back, after they’d eaten from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
God went looking for them and he called out, “Where are you?” And, like Adam and 
Eve, Hagar answers honestly. “I’m running away from my mistress.” This is who I am 
and where I’m at. And I know it’s not honorable, but there you have it.

Perhaps the first step in engaging with God is to hear him ask the question, “Where are 
you?” And then answer honestly. Even if you’re not sure God actually exists. 

Two Minutes of Silence 
We’re going to have two minutes of silence. I invite you, if you want to and are willing, to 
hear God ask you what he asked Hagar in the desert: Where have you come from and 
where are you going?  It might be the first time you’ve answered that question with God. 
Of, if you’ve been on the Jesus path a long time, take a moment to re-orient yourself. 
Where are you right now? Take a breath, get your bearings, and tell Jesus where you 
think you’re at, and where you hope to go. 


