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From Genesis 17 we move ahead to chapter 21, which relates the
climactic episode in the narratives about Ishmael and his mother
Hagar. In this chapter, which is read in synagogues on the first day
of Rosh Hashanah, we are told how God’s promise to Abraham
and Sarah is fulfilled when Isaac is born. Sarah says, “God has
made laughter [!"#$%Rfor me; everyone who hears will laugh
['("#$)&] on my account,” with Isaac’s Hebrew name, *("#$)&,
used as a term for rejoicing. The text continues, “And the child grew
and was weaned, and Abraham made a great feast on the day that
Isaac was weaned.”

Then the story shifts suddenly and dramatically from gladness to
tragedy, as Sarah’s jealousy and anger re-emerge. What is the trig-
ger for her hostility this time? Verse 9 describes the key, and cryp-
tic, turning point: “And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian,
who had borne (that child, Ishmael) unto Abraham, making sport
[+,!")#3$,& ].” The last word of this verse suggests another linguis-
tic play on Isaac’s name. The translation “making sport” is but one
possible interpretation; others suggested by commentators include
“mocking” and “laughing derisively.” Rashi, the most influential
commentator, sees more sinister intentions on Ishmael’s part. Cit-
ing other Biblical verses with similar language in different con-
texts, he interprets +,!")#$,&- as suggesting either idolatry, or a
homosexual advance toward Isaac, or even as attempted murder
motivated by Ishmael’s jealousy over the eventual inheritance that
is to be divided between the two sons of Abraham. A more modern
reading, grounded in psychological studies of identity develop-
ment, has Ishmael crossing boundaries distinguishing himself from
his younger half-brother, appropriating elements of *(!"#3$)&ness
in an act of unwarranted usurpation or “identity theft.” Arthur
Waskow, cited above, has this to say:
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If Isaac was the essence of the joyful, triumphant laughter
of Sarah and Abraham given a son in their old age, Ish-
mael responded with the hurt and mocking laughter of the
displaced son. The laugher laughed at!

Suddenly it seemed that Ishmael was too much like Isaac
for Sarah to bear: Alike, but unlike, as a steamy mirror re-
flects a clouded image. Sarah is struggling for her son’s
identity. She feels he cannot grow up to be himself if he
is constantly with this other self, so like but so unlike. So
she banishes that cloudy other “laughter.”

Whatever the nature of Ishmael’s act that alarms Sarah'®, she
immediately responds and sets into motion the process by which
Ishmael and his mother Hagar are expelled from the household.
Sarah demands that Abraham banish them both so that Ishmael
“will not inherit with my son, with Isaac.” Abraham is very upset,
since he loves his son Ishmael. But God intervenes, telling him not
to see Sarah’s demand as grievous or evil and commanding him to
do whatever Sarah tells him to do, “for through Isaac shall your
seed/descendants be called.” God adds: “And also the son of the
bondwoman will I make into a great nation, for he (also) is your
seed.” The story then unfolds poignantly and painfully. Abraham
does Sarah’s bidding, sending Hagar and Ishmael off into the
desert with some bread and water. The water soon runs out, and
Hagar, fearing for her son’s life, places Ishmael under a shrub to
provide him a bit of shade, then goes a short distance away to
avoid seeing her boy die. The text then says that, as she cries out
AL
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1 Rashi here comments that Ishmael became a desert bandit, robbing pas-
sersby when he was not active as a hunter and driver of mules and camels,
citing the earlier phrase, “his hand shall be against everyone...”
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12 A reconciliation between the two half-brothers is not explicitly mentioned
in the text; it may be inferred from the “hints” (Hebrew, remazim) in the
Torah which rabbinic tradition has disclosed and interpreted (see below).

B This essay examines Ishmael’s life before Isaac’s, and his name appears
first in the title, as a reciprocal gesture of respect in line with the rabbinic
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ISAAC’S CHARACTER AND DESTINY

As we have seen, Jewish tradition views Ishmael ambivalently — as
the cherished first-born son of Abraham who becomes an arche-
typal “outsider.” He is the progenitor of another “great nation” (the
Arabs) alongside the Jewish people, with twelve distinguished sons
paralleling the twelve sons of Jacob. He is blessed by God and car-
ries the Divine Name (!" ) in his own... but he is not the chosen
heir of Abraham through whom the covenantal promises will flow,
even though he was circumcised along with Abraham in Genesis
17. That special merit belongs to Isaac. (Islam, of course, sees the
Divinely sanctioned chain of spiritual blessing differently — ex-
tending from Abraham/Ibrahim through Ishmael/Ismail, across
succeeding generations and culminating in the exalted Prophet
Muhammad, pbuh). Isaac is seen in Judaism as the second of the
three patriarchs or forefathers (#$%9&of the Jewish people. This
accords him special status, but there is ambivalence in how he is
portrayed, too. His accomplishments do not rival those of his illu-
strious father Abraham, nor do they command the sustained atten-
tion which the Bible accords his son Jacob. Since Jacob is renamed
“Israel” in an epic nighttime struggle (Gen. 32:25-30), and his des-
cendants carry that name as the “Children of Israel” or “Israelites,”
Isaac is left in the double shadow of his father and his son. Ironi-
cally, he might be best described as the son of Abraham (as in Gen.
25:19) and the father of Jacob."
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Jewish tradition. The sole virtue ascribed to Esau is the deep respect he grants
his father Isaac, in fulfillment of the commandment to honor one’s parents.
1> Reuven Firestone notes: “See Qur'an 37:99-113, which names neither son.
The identity of the intended sacrifice (al-dhabih) is identified by later commen-
tators and traditionalists.” Over time, most Qur’anic commentators came to
see Ishmael as the son mentioned in this incident.

!® There are some rabbinic sources that see Isaac as actually being killed by
Abraham, then resurrected. These interpretations stem from the absence of
Isaac’s name at the end of the story (v. 19).
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about the message, with all the belief and love accorded to the mes-
senger.

The Qur’anic story, however, reflects a more active role of Ishmael.
There is no marginalization of either prophet, and there is no com-
petition between them of any sort. In the universal message of Is-
lam, both of them are Muslims, like all prophets and messengers,
true submitters to the will of God, and not as followers of Prophet
Muhammad. In what follows, Abraham and Ishmael supplicate and
ask Allah SWT' to accept their effort in building the Ka’bah:

“And [mention] when Abraham was raising the founda-
tions of the House and [with him] Ishmael, [saying], “Our
Lord, accept [this] from us. Indeed, You are the Hearing,
the Knowing. Our Lord, and make us Muslims [in sub-
mission] to You and from our descendants a Muslim
nation [in submission] to You. And show us our rites
and accept our repentance. Indeed, You are the Ac-
cepting of repentance, the Merciful”.”

(The Holy Qur’an, 2:127-128)

Not only Ishmael provided a helping hand to his father in building
the first House of God, all rituals that Muslims perform in Mecca
and surrounding areas, during pilgrimage/Hajj, are related to Abra-
ham, Hagar, and Ishmael, with the story of sacrifice being com-
memorated annually by all Muslim pilgrims offering a sacrifice.
Literally, all Muslim pilgrims offer a sacrifice which, for most pil-
grims today, is performed on their behalf after they pay the cost.

JULLLL O e e

! When writing the name of God (Allah), Muslims often follow it with the
abbreviation "SWT," which stands for the Arabic words "Subhanahu wa
ta'ala," meaning "Glorious and exalted is he."

52



I"HS%& () $*+,-*"H#$.HS01,%. %%, ($%/ ,(#'-#2$83$, $3HAS+((*&"SOH#EO(HS$
+,5%"-$ [HS &IZHL*"-26SHTH S 4* IS [HS[H(0S&3S-&THL"+#" . ($*"2.*.'8
& (YOH)$2HL T 6#2:$
$
HIHS AHIHS A&S +,<&1$ 2.&1*#2$ 83$,33(*%.%&"$ ,")$ 2,%1*3*0#$ *'$=>1,8
14228 (*3#$ ./, $#,%/$4,2$ 3&((&4#H)$>@$-1," *"-$/*+$ $%/*():$=3 #1$
+&YO5H'-$ /HSH)&(2$&3$/+2$", A THE%&" 1@$,")$)#2.18@*"-$ /#+6$=>8
1,1, +$>H%, +#$ J#$ , 1%/#.@O0,($ %8 8%6(,2.$ 4/85 &3 %6& 124#$ 3,%#)$ /4$
41,./$&3$/*2$84"SOHEO(H:$:/H@$4," #)$ . &SHAHYS #$/*+$>@$*"%*"#1,8
*&"$8"$, SO@LHES,")$ /H@S./1H#ASI+$.8&$ H#$3* 1#:SB&)S)HY L) $ /. $./4$
3F1#$48/()$"&.$>'1"$*+6$+%1,%'(&'2(@$ 2, 7+"-$/*+6$,")$0,7#)$ /2%
0,/$,)$C8.$.85./4SD&(@SC," ESF=")SGHS)#(*TH1H)$/*+$,")$C8.$.&$
THS(")SA%ISCHS/,)$>(#22#)$3&1$ /#$4&1()2HS | /HSD&(@$T'1?,"6$
KLEMLN:$$
$
RS 2B AHIHS/*2$2'00(*%, *&"$38&1$&33201*"-$4,2$,"24#1#)6$&" (@$.&6%
(, H1$8"6$3,%4$ [H$/,1)$)H%*2*& S &3S (#,7*"-$/*2$ "#A(@$>&1"$*"$,$ 148
+&H$(,")6$*"$ /HSD&(@$0,"%. 1@6SF*'$,$7,(H@$A* /& $TH-#., *&"HS
1:/#$D&(@$J'1?,"6LPEQMNE$"$4/, S@#.$.&$>HU&+HHSR#%%, ESS
$
FR@$ C&1)6$ -1,".$ +#$ S,$ %/*()T$ 31&+$ ,+&"-$ ./#$ 1*-/8
H&'2:HS
O&SGHS-, THEI*+$-88)$.9)*"-2$&3$,$3&1>#,1*"-$>8@:$
=")SAIH"SIHS 1#,%0/H) $4 IS/+$S [#S,-#SEITSHA#L *&"6$/#$
2,%)6$ FI$+@$ 2&"6$ *")##)$ US/, THS 24#'$ *'$ $ 7%2*&"$ ./, $US$
S+2.T$2,%1*3*%H#S @& 6$28$244#$4/, $@&'S./*'5: HSD#$2,)6SF!$
+@$3,./4#16$)8$,23@&'S, 1H#$%&++,"H): SV&' $4*(($3*")$+#6$
*3$=((,/$4*((26$8&3$./#$2.#,)3,2.:HS$
=")$4/#"$.1H@F],)$>&.1$2'>+* . #)$,")S/#$0 . $/*+$)&4"$
'0&"$/*2$3&1#/#,)6$
G#$%, (#)$.8$/*+6$FI$=>1,/ +6$



You have fulfilled the vision.” Indeed, We thus reward
the doers of good.
Indeed, this was the clear trial.
And We ransomed him with a great sacrifice,
And We left for him [favorable mention] among later
generations:
“Peace upon Abraham.”
(The Holy Qur’an, 37:100-109)

“[Iln a valley without vegetation” in the scorching heat of the
desert? Didn’t Abraham know where the rivers and the lakes, and
the green meadows and the mild weather were, as is the case only
at a day or two ride to the northern parts of the Holy Land, rather
than a month or two to the Arabian Peninsula? Leaving Ishmael in
Mecca, according to the Holy Qur’an, was not the result of sending
him and his mother far away at Sarah’s request, as in the biblical
narrative! In Genesis (21:10), it was about inheritance. Sarah dic-
tated:

“Get rid of that slave woman and her son, for that wom-
an’s son will never share in the inheritance with my son
Isaac.”

And more problematic within the same context (Genesis, 21:12-13)
is the Biblical divine order to Abraham to obey Sarah:

“God said to him: Do not be so distressed about the boy
and your slave woman. Listen to whatever Sarah tells
you because it is through Isaac that your offspring will
be reckoned. I will make the son of the slave into a na-
tion also because he is your offspring.”
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