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Yishmael ben Avraham - Expulsion, Separation, Reconcilation
The Second Explusion — Bereishit Ch.21, Verses 9-18
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"Rabbi Akiva taught: 'Sara saw the son of Hagar, the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Avraham,
'metzachek': the 'tzechok' referred to here is idolatry, as it is written, 'And the people sat down to eat,
and they drank and they got up to make sport (le-tzachek)' (Shemot 32:0)...

Rabbi Eliezer, son of R. Yossi ha-Gelili taught: The 'tzechok' referred to here is sexual immorality,
as it is written, [Potifar's wife complains about Yosef:] "The Hebrew slave [whom you brought to us]
came to me [to make sport — le-tzachek — with me]' (Bereishit 39:17).

Rabbi Yishmael taught: "Tzechok' refers to bloodshed, as it is written, "Avner said to Yoav: Let the
young men arise and make sport (ve-yitzchaku) before us... Then there arose and went by number
twelve...

"But I say, heaven forefend that such actions would be carried out in the household of that
righteous man. Is it possible that the man concerning whom we read, "For I know him, that he will
command [his children and his household after him...] (Bereishit 18:19), would have idolatry, sexual
immorality, or bloodshed committed within his household? [Surely not.]

Rather, the 'tzechok' referred to here concerns the matter of inhetitance: when Yitzchak was born to
Avraham, everyone was joyful and said, 'A son has been born to Avraham' — a son has been born to
Avraham who will inherit the world and take both portions. Yishamel scorned this (metzachek) in
his thoughts, saying, 'Do not be fools, do not be fools! I am the firstborn, and I shall take both
portions!' For it is from this response that we understand [the continuation of the description
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concerning Sara] — 'For the son of this handmaid shall not inherit [with my son, with Yitzchak]'
(Bereishit 21:10)."

The Judgement of The Verses Themselves

Turn to Bereishit ch.21 — the story of the expulsion of Yishmael, and the reading on first day Rosh
Hashannah. Focus closely on verses 9 to 18. How does the text judge or present Yishmael? How do
the other characters in the story respond? The text is terse as ever — but what words seem
superfluous and what words are absent?

Yishmael As Paradigm of Teshuva?
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God hinted to the angel to show her (Hagar) the well. The angel said, ‘Master of the Universe, to
this evil one, who into the future will persecute those who pass him by, and You are giving him this
well?I” God responded, ‘And at this moment, is he not purely righteous? A man must only be judged
on the basis of the moment he stands in judgement before Me’, accordingly it is written ‘for God
heard the voice of the youth where he is’

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, ‘The Word Now — Reflections on the Psychology of Teshuva’,
Tradition in an Untraditional Age, p213-215

The voice of the angel breaks in on an almost unbearable moment. Ishmael has been rejected, in
turn, by Sarah, then Abraham, then Hagar. He was born as it were, to the wrong parents. He has no
share in the destiny mapped out for the seed of Abraham. His tears on the point of death, though
they are tears of a child, belong almost to objective despair. There is no place for him in the story.
The angel represents, therefore, a mercy as radical as it is total. Though my father and mother reject
me, the Lord will receive me’. There is no rejection which includes God’s rejection. The angels in
the midrash argue: Let the Torah foresee his ultimate destiny and act accordingly. God rejects the
argument. Man is judged only for what he is, not for what he might become. So Ishmael is saved...
For at the heart of teshuva is the faith in human freewill which makes no destiny inevitable. The
judge, and even the parent, may see in the delinquent child a potential criminal, and reject him
accordingly. But this rejection — along with all rejection — discounts human freedom and the
perpetual possibility of turning. Yet the angels were not guilty of monumental heartlessness. We do
judge people on the basis of certain expectations of character and continuity. We do condemn and
reject them on the basis of a predicted future. It is simply that teshuva cuts across this entire frame
of reference. No future is inevitable, for where we will be is dependent on baasher hu sham: the
direction we now choose to face.
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Appendix: Yitzchak and Yishmael, Judaism and Islam

Avraham’s two sons — Yitzchak and Yishmael — take the centre stage of the Torah reading on Rosh
Hashannah. The expulsion of one, the binding of the other. Judaism and Islam each look to one of
these brothers as their respective ancestor and focus on their stories is an opportunity to reflect on
the relation between their descendants, the intensity and tragedy of whose relationship is as relevant
now as it ever has been. Here is Israeli author Meir Shalev.

Meir Shalev, Beginnings, The First Love, pp1-3

Once 1 happened to visit a fishing village in Andaman Sea, west of the Malay Peninsula in the Indian Ocean. Unlike
typical fishing villages, this one was not situated onshore, but floated in the sea. lts houses were built on rafts that were
anchored side by side and connected with ropes and wooden walkways.

The villagers were Muslims, Malay fishermen. I walked among their houses until I came upon a half-opened door
beyond which sat a thin, wiry man. We exchanged glances and the man smiled and invited me in with a wave of his
hand. We dranfk tea. On the wall were a photograph and a drawing. The photo was some sort of Enropean landscape
— green valleys, reddish brown valleys, waterfalls. The drawing was readily identifiable; a young lad lying upon an
altar, an old man brandishing a knife over him, an angel hovering overhead, and in the background a ram, its horns
canght in the bush.

For a moment I thought 1 had stumbled upon one of the Ten Lost Tribes, and in my mind 1 began to compose letters
to the Chief Rabbinate and Jewish Agency, urging that these pegple be airlifted to Israel. But before throwing my arms
around my long-lost brother, I asked him what was depicted in the drawing. The man pointed at the old man with the
knife, and pronounced, with an unfamiliar lilt: ‘1brabim’. He then pointed to the lad and said: ‘Isma’il’. 1 knew
different, yet said nothing. When I got back to Jerusalem, I checked and discovered that indeed, according to some
interpreters of the Quran it was Ishmael and not Isaac whom God had ordered Abrabam to sacrifice. 1 report this
with a degree of embarrassment. 1 should have known this all along.

Instead of the requisite amazement 1 felt sorrow. The Israeli-Arab conflict, I realised, isn’t only about land or holy
places, it’s a dispute over something more difficult: love. Specifically, a father’s love. And to mafke things even more
complicated, this is not a love that is expressed in a gift of many colours, or by a better blessing, but rather by in the
most troubling act to be found in the book of Genesis —the binding of Isaac. It is written in the Bible: ‘take your son,
your favoured one, Isaac, whom you love — and offer him as a burnt offering’. 1t's a bit hard for the heirs of
Ishmael to see the name Isaac attached *your favourite son, whom you love’ — and so when God gave his command —
the emotional basis for the problem that afflicts us to this day was set in place.
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