Ovicntal Customs, §e.—Islunacl in the Dezgert.

twilderncss, arrests attention and commands our sympn-
thy. The wordsof at least one copy of the Septuagint
have tended to circulate the mistake ; for they repre-
sent Abraham, as not only giving to Hagar the bread
and the bottle of water, but as placing Ishmacl alsoon
her shoulders; and many have been confirmed in this
error, by the hasty perusal of thuse two passages inour
own translation of the scriptures, where itis said, ‘She
cast the child under one of the shrubs, as if she bad
been hitherto carrying him; and those words of the
ungel, ¢ Arise, 1it up the lad, and hold him in thine
hand,’ as if this language meant that she was to raise
and support him in her arms.  But on examining the
record, you will find that Ishmacl was not, at this
moment, such a child .as to be capable of being so
ireated by Hagar. In Genesis xvi. 16, we are told,
that, at the birth of Ishmael, Abram was fourscore
and six yenrs old ; and in Gen. xxi. 5, that he was an
hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to
him, at which time Ishmacl must have been fourtcen
years of age. Further, from the verses that imme-
diately follow in the chapter last veferred to, we learn
that it was not till Isanc was weancd, and probubly
some considerable time after this, that Ishmael de-
parted from his father’s house.  Itis disputed at what
period children, in those days, and in those countrics,
were weaned. Some say that it was not umil they
were five, others, until they were three, years of age.
The latter opinion seems to be confirmed by the
speech of the mother to her son in2 Maccab. vii.
27 , *O my son, have pity upon me that bare thee,—
and gave thee suck three years, and nourished thee,
and brought thee up;’ and from what is stated in re-
ference to children of three years of age, in 2 Chron.
xyxi. 16, From what is written concerning Samucl
when he was weaned, 1 Sam. i. 293—28., it is certain
that he must have beenat least three, if not four or
five years of age. Adding those threc or four years
then, during which Isaac was weaned, to the age of
Ishmael at the birth of Isaac, Ishmacl, at the time of
his departurc from the house of Abraham, must have
been a lad of seventecn or cighteen years of age; and
instead of being borne, in this journcy, in the arms of
his mother, he must himself have assisted her in bear-
ing the provisions with which Abraham had furnish-
ed them.

His youth accounts for his failure from fatigue, be-
fore the strength of his mother, @ woman in mature
life was exhausted ; and what is mcant by ‘her cast-
ing the child under one of the shrubs,” is simply this,
—that, having endcavoured to support him for a time,
giving him her arm, when suffering from heat and
thirst, she laid him down atlength, perbaps at his
own request, and in the thought that hie was about to
die, under a shrub, whose shade and moisture might
somewhat soothe his theobbing temples,—und that
she did it also with those feelings of distraction, by
which, in such circumstauces, 8 mother’s heart must
lhave been torn; and those words of the angel, ¢ Arise,
fift up the lad, and hold himin thine hand,’ are sim-
ply to be understood as a command to persuade him
10 attempt to 1ise, and to assist him in that attempt,

1hat he might botter receive the cooling draught she

79

was to bring from the well which the angel was about
to show to her.  These facts, in reference to the ago
of Ishmael, then, should banish from our minds the
mistake to which we have been adverting.  T'hey re-
licve the sacred narrative on this point from miscon-
ception, and should guard us against the many sur-
nuses of harshness and cruelty, whichthose who over-
lock these acts, are ready to entertain concerning this
part of the conduct of Abraham,

The wilderness in which Hagar and Ishimael wan-
dered, was the wilderness of Beershebn or Shur,—the
same desert into which ITagar fled at her first dispute
with her mistress Sarai.  Whether this desert was
chosen by Ishmael, as perhaps one of the nearvst to
Lis father's dwelling, and where, in its vast solitudes,
he might soonest burythe wrathand disappointment of
bis proud spirit,—or whether it was chosen by Hagar,
as the nearest route to Ilgypt,—we are not informed.
Itis not unlikely that the latter was the truth. It was
natural for Hagar to seek refuge in the place of her
nmativity. Among her own kindred she might hope to
find the asyluin which had been denied her by Sarah;
and here also she would obtain protection and guar-
dianship for her son; but if this was her intention, it
was not, through the over-ruling purposes of Heaven,
at this time, at least, to be accomplished. The wilder-
ness of Beersheba lies at the north-castern extremity
of the Red Sea, and is the northern part of the great
desert of Arabin.  According to some persons, it is of
vast expanse, and cannot be travelled in less than forty
days by the nearest route, and “so wild and desolate,
that no blade of verdure is to be seen; and were it not
for a few hardy plants, such as the tamarind and aca-
cin, it would scem aregion wherein nature was wholly
dead ;” but, accerding to others there are within it
spots, where bushes of various kinds are 10 be found,
such as the thorn-tree and certain odoriferous plants ;
but the most pleasing descriptions that are given of it,
vepresent it as being, generally, a fearful scene.  We
do not mean, however, again to dilate on those awful
sufierings to which travellers in these deserts were ex-
posed from the burning sands, the heat of the sun, and
the scarcity of water. You will remember the des-
criptions we have already given, and be able to appre-
ciate the miserable prospect, and the actual sufferings,
of Hagar and Ishmael. Even where springs of water
exist in these wilds, they are not always casily discover-
cd by a stranger; and travellers, afier much fruitless
search for this precious liquid, have frequentlylaindown
to die, even in the neighborhood of a well. Theve-
not, in this very wilderness. founda Janguishing Arab,
who had been without food or drink for five days, and
who, like Ishmael, had laid his head under a bush to
smell the damp of its scanty verdure; and Campbell,
who had travelled one whole day without obtaining
water, and halted at sunsct in great distress from thirst,
found, on the return of morning, that he had rested
within a few yards of a fountain. These facts show us
that we need not imagire, assome have done, that the
well which Hagar saw when ¢ the angel of the Lord
opened her eyes,” was one that, at the will of heaven,
bad at that instant sprung into being. Hagar, in such
a situation, might well be in despair, like others who



