Parshat Vayera Part 1: What Do we make of
Yishmael?
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11 And the angel of the LORD said unto her: '‘8ehold, thou art with child, and shait
bear a son; and thou shalt call his name Ishmael, because the LORD hath heard thy
affliction.12 And he shall be a wild ass of a man: his hand shall be against every man,
and every man's hand against him; and he shall dwell in the face of all his brethren.’
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11 And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight on account of his son. 12 And
God said unto Abraham: 'Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the {ad, and
because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sarah saith unto thee, hearken unto her
voice; for in {saac shall seed be called to thee. 13 And also of the son of the
bondwaman will | make a nation, because he is thy seed.' 14 And Abraham arose up
early in the morning, and took bread and a bottle of water, and gave it unto Hagar,
putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and sent her away; and she departed, and
strayed in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. 15 And the water in the bottle was spent,
and she cast the child under one of the shrubs. 16 And she went, and sat her down
over against him a good way off, as it were a bow-shot; for she said: 'Let me not look

upon the death of the child.' And she sat over against him, and lifted up her voice,



and wept. 17 And God heard theé voice of the lad; and the ange! of God called to
Hagar out of heaven, and said unto her: 'What aileth thee, Hagar? fear not; for God
hath heard the voice of the lad where he is. 18 Arise, lift:up the lad, and hold him fast
by thy hand; for ! will make him a great nation.’ 19 And God opened her eyes, and
she saw a well of water; and she went, and filled the battle with water, and gave the
lad drink. 20 And God was with the lad, and he grew; and he dwelt in the wilderness,
and became an archer. 21 And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother
took him a wife out of the land of Egypt.
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From this we gather that ishmael repentec
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The scarcity of information about Yishmael leads commentators to evaluate his
character based on clues from those who interact with him, specifically Avraham and



Sarah. In so doing, though, exegetes find themselves in a catch-22. On one hand, it
seems inconceivable that Sarah would expel Yishmael had he been an innocent,
righteous youth. On the other hand, it is equally troubling to suggest that Avraham
could have raised a son that committed terrible crimes.

As a result, the commentators' characterizations of Yishmael run the gamut from
innocent to evil. Some exegetes, like Radak, posit that Yishmael was a wholesome
youth, and Tzeror HaMor even fauits Sarah for banishing him. Rashi, following
numerous Midrashim, goes to the opposite extreme, painting an utterly wicked Yishmael
and interpreting the various stories in which he appears to match this image. Ramban
attempts to strike a balance between the competing factors, depicting a negative, but
not villainous Yishmael.



