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It’s tempting to use any story about Yitzchak and Yishmael as a story about the 
Jews and the Muslims, or Israel and the Arabs.  That is a typical 
fundamentalist way of viewing things – whether fundamentalist Islam, 
Christianity or Judaism.  And while I have studied a lot of fundamentalist 
Islam, I don’t see myself personally as following their methodology.

But it’s also hard to ignore a story like our leining today which deals with 
tension between Yishmael and Isaac , and Sarah saying that Yishmael will not 
inherit with Yitzchak, and kicking them out of the family.  That story of 
tension between the fathers of great nations has to mean something to every 
generation of Jews who reads it.  So what do we make of that story? 
Especially since Islam sees itself connected to the heritage of Ishmael, it 
would be almost irresponsible to answer “No comment” when asked to find the 
relevance of Isaac and Ishmael in today’s world.

One way of finding the relevance of Ishmael and Isaac and Sarah’s  tension is 
to go to Muslim sources.  Even though this story of our leaning  does not 
appear in the Qur’an, the main characters do, and between the Qur’an and 
Muslim oral traditions we get a similar picture as we do in the Torah.  Let me 
read from the great fundamentalist Pakistani commentator, Abu A’la’l 
Mawdudi:

“The Prophet Abraham (peace be upon him)  was born in Ur… he went to 
Palestine (the Holy Land) and set up the centres of Da’wah (religious 
outreach) at Bethel, Hebron and Bai’r Sheba… He moved to the Hijaz – Arabia 
– and built the House of Allah in Makka.  He entrusted the House to his son, 
the Prophet Ishmael… Finally [Avraham] settled in [back] in Hebron.  After 
Abraham’s death, the Prophet Isaac … succeeded him in the work of Da’wah, 
outreach, a legacy which was afterwards inherited by the Prophet Jacob…”

So we do have the outlines of the story:  Abraham is living in the Holy Land 
with his sons, and for some reason, outlined in our Torah but not in the 
Qu’ran, he leaves and goes with Ishmael into the desert to Arabia to set up a 
center of outreach – da’wah.  In our parsha Ishmael is kicked out of the home 
of Avraham, but in both traditions he leaves, and even in the Muslim tradition, 
Avraham does not stay with Ishmael.  Rather, Avraham continues the legacy 
with Yitzchak, and eventually that legacy is passed down from Yitzchak to 
Yaakov – exactly as Sarah wanted it.  Ishmael is responsible for Arabia, and 
Abraham, and then Isaac and Jacob and their children – basically the line of 
Israel and the Jewish people – are responsible for the Holy Land.  

This is the traditional Islamic view.  But before you shout out Hallelujah – 
Islam has accepted the right of the Jews to the Holy Land!!!      Remember that 



most of Islam believes that the Jews eventually sinned so much that they lost 
their right to the Holy Land.  

But  just as many Christians are beginning to understand that the love God 
had for the Jews, and the Jewish connection with Israel is unending,   maybe, 
one day,  hundreds of millions of Muslims will point to their traditions 
affirming the Jewish right and responsibility to be an Or Lagoyim – a light onto 
the nations – in the Holy Land – the land of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, David and 
Solomon, in the Jewish land of Israel, alongside Ishmael and his descendents 
who bring the light of  God from Arabia.

“In Sha’allah!  Im Yirtzeh Hashem”

But in both the Muslim account, and in our own account in the Torah, the 
world works by dividing people up, by splitting Ishmael from Yitzchak, and 
separating Hagar from Sarah and moving different personalities away from 
each other – Avraham and Yitzchak and Sarah in the Holy Land and Hagar and 
Yishmael in the wilderness, or, perhaps all the way to Arabia.

So the Jews and the Muslims agree on the storyline – and agree to this 
historic, epochal split;

And yet, there is one voice in our story against this split:  Avraham.  He is the 
only one who stands up and challenges this idea and says no!  You can indeed 
live with someone different, and even  when you disagree with someone you do 
not have to separate.   

Sarah is frustrated with Hagar and Yishmael.  Her answer: Garesh ha’ama 
hazot  ve’et b’nah – chase out this servant and her son.  Sarah has had enough, 
and rather than engaging with Hagar and Ishmael, and telling them that she 
doesn’t like what they are doing, she just wants to get rid of them.

Yishmael and Hagar agree with Sarah’s approach.  Yishmael never returns 
home. Unlike Esav, he never makes an attempt to come back and take what he 
may think is rightfully his as the first born.  Whether the “wilderness” is 
Arabia or Midian, Ishmael is “out of there”, just as Sarah wanted.  “Hakol sonin 
oto umitgarin bo” – everyone hates him and wants to fight with him – and he 
fights back.

The saddest part of our parsha today is that Yishmael’s own mother, Hagar, 
throws him away “Vatashlech et hayeled” under one of the bushes, and she 
goes far away  “harchek” – far, far away – mineged – against him – because she 
cannot bear to see him die.  She rejects him because his life is too sad for her. 
As Yishmael is near death, instead of being lovingly caressed in his mother’s 
arms, loved to the last minute, he comes near death, alone and abandoned. 
No surprise that he feels better in the desert shooting animals and people, 
and has no desire to come together with people and make a go of it.

The approach of Avraham is different.  He is well aware that Yishmael and 
Yitzchak are not alike, but he struggles to keep them together.  Vayeira 
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b’einav – not only was it “ra” bad in Avraham’s eyes, but “re’a be’einav” – 
Avraham felt that Yitzchak and Yishmael should be friends.  Actually, after 
Sarah dies in the next parsha, Chayei Sarah, the midrash does talk about how 
Yitzchak and Yishmael develop a respectful relationship.  But with Yishmael, 
Sarah and separation win the day against Avraham and togetherness.  Sh’ma 
B’kola – sometimes separation is necessary.  

Avraham rejects being a separatist: If God tells him to kick out Yishmael, he 
will do it, but that is not the way he will lead his life.

 Avraham believed in connecting with those around him.  With affirming 
relationships and finding a way to live together.  That doesn’t mean he is a 
push over: in our final story of the leining today, the  Torah describes 
Avraham’s way of life as respectful, but honest, neighborliness.  He accepts a 
visit from Avimelech and his general, and he agrees to swear an oath of 
friendship, but after Avraham agrees to do so, he rebukes Avimelech for 
letting his people steal a well.  “Vehochiach Avraham et Avimelech al odot 
b’er hamayim…” Avraham demands, politely by firmly, that  Avimelech take 
seven sheep from him to affirm that it is Avraham’s well. In fact even though 
the Torah tells us the reason for the name of  Beer Sheva is because of the 
oath “sh’vuah”  “ki sham nishbe’u sh’neihem” we know that  the name means the 
“Well of seven” – that would seem to be the “the Well that was re-affirmed as 
Avraham’s via the “sheva” the seven  sheep that Avraham made Avimelech take 
from him to admit that it was Avraham’s well.”  Being a good neighbor is not 
lying down in submission.  It means that you are committed to making the 
relationship work –in the framework of justice and fairness and your ability 
to be a good Jew and to be treated honorably.  This is the legacy of the Jewish 
people – to be good neighbors – to live with others, to be part of the society 
around us – the Avimelechs and the Pichols who come to us who might not be 
the most savory characters, but who are our neighbors.  And rather than 
running away, we strive to make it work.  There may come a point where we 
have to part ways: we are never to let ourselves be massacred and 
obliterated.   But when we have to cut ourselves off from those around us, it 
is not initiated by us.  Lot moved away from Avraham; Sarah made Ishmael and 
Hagar leave.  But Avraham made it work with Avimelech.

Midrash: Vohochiach Avraham uchtiv “vayichretu shneihem b’rit” – M’lameid 
shehatochacha mevih lidai shalom.  

That is Avraham’s balance: Not being a patsy, not holding back what he 
believes is right, but assuring those around him that he wants to live with 
them.

Whether to us that means wearing a kippa or tzitzit in the street or at work 
or in school, or whether it means being on a college campus and defending 
Israel, or whether that means making sure our workplace allows us to 
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celebrate Shabbat – and leave early – or observe the holidays, or keep 
kosher, or not have to be part of the Christmas party.   I am inspired by how 
many of our members are able to find ways of connecting with their families 
who do not observe rituals in the same way, or  the same strictness; people 
who are converting or who have converted who are able to connect with 
their families of other religions.  AIPAC is connecting with the African 
American and Latino community on support for Israel.  My good friend Rabbi 
Kapers Funnye is leading an AIPAC  mission of black leaders to Israel in a few 
months that will continue the work of Avraham Avinu, Abraham our 
forefather, in connecting us to those outside, without compromise, actually 
the reverse: being able to connect because of our confidence in Judaism and 
our love for Israel.

Joe Lieberman speaking to us on our Orthodox Union mission to Washington: 
Orthodox Jews are becoming a more important voice within Judaism, but that 
gives us a responsibility to be more comprehensive in our activism.  We have to 
think of taking a stand on health care reform – whatever it is, and even as 
vague as it is – and not to shirk our responsibilities.  I’m proud of Agudath 
Israel, the chareidi, ultra Orthodox organization that came out with a 
statement about health care reform.  I’m less proud of our Centrist Orthodox 
organizations who have avoided even talking about the need for any kind of 
health care reform – on the left or on the right.  

We cannot afford to be isolated and separatist – proud Jews have to become a 
greater voice in society: proud Jews have to stand up as Avraham did, and when 
a well is stolen – from us or from anyone else – we have to admonish the 
authorities.  In this way Avraham was able to dwell in the land of Plishtim for 
“yamim rabim” – a long time.  We don’t know how long that was, and perhaps it 
really wasn’t long in terms of years.  But it was the idea that the Jew in a 
foreign land should not have to hide or cut himself off, and when we finally 
all get home to Israel, as many of our people have already done, we should be 
proud to be a light onto the nations, proud of the Israel Defense Forces which 
is the most moral army in the world – and tell the world how they try to 
defend Israel on the highest level of morality.  Yes, we should admonish the 
world just as Avraham admonished the Philistines, and then, from a position of 
strength, confidence and Jewish pride, we should work on shalom – on 
treaties and peace.

May this year, 5770, be a year where we connect with those around us – those 
we like and even those we dislike; those we agree with and those we don’t. 
May it be a year where we feel free to speak up and tell those around us what 
is bothering us. A  year filled with  Avraham’s message of firm, confident 
connectivity, without compromising who we are and what we  stand for, which 
will, God willing, lead us to Yamim Rabim – days of plenty and blessing for us, 
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for the Jewish people, for our beloved State of Israel and ultimately for all 
of mankind who dwell with us on God’s earth.
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