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When I decide that I’m going to watch a movie, I find I look for old favorites, 
rather than trying something I haven’t seen.  In that, I am the opposite of Gillian, 
who has us working our way through a list of films with titles I don’t know, 
starring people I’ve never heard of.  So, during the few nights I was alone on 
vacation I reverted to form.  One of the films I watched for the umpteenth time 
was one from a few years ago entitled “20 Feet from Stardom.”  It is actually a 
documentary, and won an Oscar in that category.  The film highlights several of 
the great vocalists who made careers singing backup to stars like Elvis, Tom 
Jones, Aretha Franklin, and hosts of others.i 

One of the great vocalists in the film was the very talented Darlene Love, who is 
now 76 years old.  You may not remember her as the lead singer for a group 
called the Crystals back in the 60’s.  But if you’re over a certain age you 
probably recognize great Crystals hits like “He’s a Rebel” and “Da Doo Ron 
Ron” when you hear them.  But most of Darlene Love’s career was a backup 
singer for big-name stars.   

Ms. Love accepted the Oscar on behalf of the film, and those who were 
watching that night saw something very unusual happen.  When she stepped 
up to the microphone, holding the Oscar, instead of giving the traditional speech 
thanking everyone involved, she expressed her joy by suddenly belting out this 
familiar song: “I sing because I’m happy.  I sing because I’m free.  His eye is on 
the sparrow, and I know He watches me.” 

This might not have been a surprise to those who knew Darlene Love.  She 
was, after all, the daughter of a Minister, and had been singing in church since 
she was a little girl.  But this was hardly normal or expected behavior in 
secularized, if not anti-religious, Hollywood.  Nevertheless, the entire audience 
sat in rapt silence as she sang.  Even the orchestra resisted joining in with her, 
perhaps understanding that there was nothing for them to add to this special 
moment.  She finished to a resounding standing ovation. 

Her song, of course, came from the words of Jesus in this week’s gospel 
lesson.  Some of our seasoned members may remember that this song is still 
closely identified with the late actress and singer, Ethel Waters.  She performed 
it on stage and in the movies, before singing it as a regular part of the Billy 
Graham Crusades in the 1950’s.  She even used it as the title of her 
autobiography: “His Eye Is on the Sparrow.” 
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It seems an ironic choice when we consider the life Ethel Waters lived.  She 
was born in 1896 as the result of the rape of her teenaged mother.  She grew 
up in poverty, without a father, and never lived in one place more than fifteen 
months.  She said in her autobiography, "I never was a child. I never was 
cuddled, or liked, or understood by my family."  She was married at the age of 
13 to a man who abused her, and after leaving him, worked as a maid in a 
Philadelphia hotel for $4.75 per week, until she was discovered and began her 
professional career.ii   

Despite the pain and sense of alienation she knew in her early life, Ethel Waters 
refused to live her life in fear.  The harshness of her early life experience makes 
it all the more remarkable that her unofficial “theme song” would be one that 
bore witness to God’s concern for her.  “I sing because I’m happy. I sing 
because I’m free.  His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me.” 

God knows that one of the most pervasive and potentially damaging ingredients 
in our human condition is fear.  At least, we can surmise that from the number 
of times that Jesus encourages us to “Not be afraid.”  Among these is a beloved 
passage from John 14: “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God, trust 
also in me.  Do not be afraid.”  In the gospel of Luke, Jesus asks us to think 
about the way that God takes care of the lilies of the field.  How much more will 
God take care of us?  Jesus tells us not to worry about what we will wear, or 
what we will have to eat.  And Jesus says the same thing to us today.  “Do not 
be afraid.”  In fact, he says it three times in today’s reading. 

Of course, our lives will never be completely free of worry.  Worry, in fact, is 
often a useful and constructive motivator.  There are things we need to worry 
about, like finding a pathway to a peaceful world, or feeding and clothing our 
planet’s people.  The fear that keeps us from taking foolish risks behind the 
wheel of a car is a pretty good thing. But of course, there is a point where 
worries become chronic and destructive anxiety.   This is what Jesus is warning 
us about – fears that can stand between us and God’s best intentions for our 
lives.   

Fear that we are “not good enough” prevents us from pursuing our dreams.  
Fear that we really aren’t that lovable – and that people are going to find that 
out – keeps us from experiencing deep and loving relationships.  Fear that there 
is not enough to go around leaves us pinched and covetous – unable to live 
expansively and generously.  Fear so often drives a wedge between us and 
people we perceive as “not like us.”  Fear is the enemy of peace among the 
nations.  I think that if you could know the motivations of the religious and ethnic 
factions that are currently trying to annihilate each other in the Middle East, 
underneath it all you would find a healthy dose of fear. 

But in his beautiful and memorable words, Jesus tells us again not to fear. “Are 
not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground 
apart from the will of your Father.” (Matthew 10:29) The depth of God’s 
understanding of our personal situations is such that God knows each and 
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every hair on our heads.  It’s not that Christians are never anxious.  We 
wouldn’t be human if we had no anxiety.  But as Christians we need not let our 
anxiety about things we can’t control rule us, because can trust the One who is 
in control.  No matter what our situations, God knows.  And God cares. 

“Do not be afraid” is also the message of our lesson from Genesis.  This is the 
story of the slave woman, Hagar, and her son Ishmael.  You may not be familiar 
with the story of Hagar and Ishmael, so today’s lesson requires a little 
background. 

You all know how God had promised Abraham that he would be the father of 
nations.  Yet, despite God’s promise, Abraham’s wife Sarah had continued to 
be unable to bear him a child.  Sarah decides to take matters into her own 
hands by doing something that sounds shocking to us, but was really quite 
common in the time.  Sarah gives her servant girl, Hagar, to Abraham so that 
Hagar can give Abraham an heir.   

Hagar becomes pregnant with Abraham’s child.  And then as the story goes she 
began to act as if she were superior to the still-barren Sarah, or at least, Sarah 
believes she is.  Sarah begins to mistreat Hagar, and Hagar runs away into the 
desert. 

But God sends and angel to Hagar, who tells her that she is to return to Sarah.  
The angel reassures Hagar that she will bear a son, and his descendents will 
be too numerous to count.  The child is also to have a special name, Ishmael, 
which means “God hears,” for God has heard Hagar in her misery.  And the 
Genesis account says that Hagar also gave a special name to God: “the God 
who sees me.” 

I’ve read that Puritan households in the 17th and 18th centuries often had an 
embroidery hanging on the walls with those words, “God seest me.”  For the 
Puritans, it was a reminder of the watchful eye of a judging God.  But that’s not 
what the words meant for Hagar.  For her, they were a joyful acknowledgement 
of the spirit of grace that is always aware of our needs.  For Hagar, it was a 
celebration of her experience of God – that before she even knew God, God 
was already watching over her. 

This brings us to today’s Old Testament lesson.  It takes place about fifteen 
years later, but in the interim God has fulfilled his promise to Abraham, and 
Sarah has borne him a son named Isaac.  You heard today about how Sarah 
becomes overcome with jealousy, again, as she thinks that Hagar’s son 
Ishmael is mocking her own child, Isaac.  This time, she demands that Abraham 
send Hagar and Ishmael away.  God tells Abraham to accede to Sarah’s 
wishes, and Abraham agrees.  The next morning, Abraham gives Hagar some 
food and a skin of water and sends her out into the desert with Ishmael. 

When the water is gone, Hagar places her wailing son in the shade of a bush, 
and goes a short way off (the story says “a bowshot”) because she cannot bear 
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to watch her child die.  But God hears Ishmael’s cries, and for the second time, 
the God who sees Hagar comes to their aid.  An angel again appears to Hagar, 
again with the words “Do not be afraid.”  The angel reaffirms God’s promise that 
he will make a great nation of Ishmael.  Ishmael lived in the desert, and God 
was with him as he grew up. 

I’ve given you the barest overview of this story.  It is a very complicated and rich 
story, and I would urge you to turn to the 16th chapter of Genesis where it 
begins and study it for yourself.  There are actions and interactions in the story 
that puzzle and even disturb you as you try to understand the intentions and 
motivations of all the characters – including those of God.  Although if you do 
read this story on your own you may end up with more questions than answers, 
this story leads us inexorably to the right conclusion about God: He hears.  He 
sees.  He cares. 

I said earlier that the message of our gospel and Old Testament lessons are the 
same: “Do not be afraid.”  But they are also subtly different.  When we hear 
Jesus’ talking about God’s promises, we can tend to think they’re directed to us, 
his followers, and the ones who acknowledge Him – the ones who “get it.”  It’s 
easy for us to hear Jesus speaking only to us, the “insiders.”   

The story of Hagar lets us know that God is watching over the “outsiders,” too.  
Hagar and Ishmael were the consummate “outsiders.”  You may remember that 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims all trace their ancestry back to Abraham.  And 
Ishmael is the heir of Islam, the father of all Arab peoples.  In the Islamic 
tradition, Mohamed is descended from Ishmael.  And as we Christians face the 
challenge of peacefully coexisting with the world’s Muslims (and Jews) perhaps 
this story can be a help to us. 

But I’m not just talking about acknowledging our shared ancestry.  That’s a 
helpful start.  But the problems that divide the faiths are very complicated, and 
run very deep, and we can’t be naïve enough to believe that all that’s required 
for us to put our differences aside is to accept them as the cousins that they 
are.  But it can help if we remain mindful of the message of today’s Scriptures – 
that the God who we believe calls us to be people of radical hospitality is also 
the God who heard the cries of Ishmael.  The God who is watching over the 
sparrows is watching over all the sparrows.  Each and every one is cherished.  
Even the sparrows who look, and think, and act radically different than we do.  

 

i The idea of introducing a discussion of today’s scripture using Doreen Love at the Oscars, and the life of 

Ethel Waters, was borrowed from an essay by Dr. Daniel Clendenin.  You can read “His Eye is on the 

Sparrow”/The God Who Sees and Hears  at https://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20140616JJ.shtml. 
ii Wikipedia, retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethel_Waters. 

                                                 


