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Parshat Vayera
Avraham:  Patriarch and Father

Dr. Susan Hornstein - Class of 2025

Parashat Vayera contains a pair of stories about Avraham and his sons. These
stories are in adjacent chapters, and contain such strikingly similar language that the
Torah seems to be begging us to compare and contrast them. In Bereishit Chapter
21, Sarah orders Avraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael from the house. Avraham
objects, but God upholds Sarah’s command and Avraham dispatches his eldest son
from the household. In Chapter 22, the Akedah story, God commanded Avraham to
sacrifice Isaac, his only remaining son. Avraham follows God’s command, brings
Isaac to the appointed place, and binds him to the altar.

The themes of the stories are the same: Avraham has to get rid of his son. In both
stories, Avraham rises up early in the morning, behaving with the alacrity reserved
for the performing of God’s mitzvot: בַּבּקֶֹראַבְרָהָםויַּשְַׁכֵּם . In both stories, the young man
nearly dies until an angel of God calls out and saves him.  In the story of Ishmael the
angel calls out to Hagar, urging her not to fear that God will kill Ishmael. While in the
story of Isaac, the angel calls out to Avraham, stopping him from slaughtering Isaac.
In both stories this angelic message is followed by a sort of revelation: God opens
Hagar’s eyes, revealing the lifesaving well of water and Avraham lifts his eyes and
sees the ram that he will substitute for Isaac’s sacrifice. At the end of both stories the
boys survive. Indeed, everyone lives happily ever after.  Ishmael in Paran and
Avraham in Be’er Sheva.  God bestows the blessing of numerous offspring on the
boys at the end of both stories.

How do the stories of Ishmael’s expulsion and Isaac’s near sacrifice differ? In the
story of Ishmael the expulsion is instigated by Sarah, who has her eye on Isaac’s
status as inheritor of the covenant, and God approves Sarah’s plan. In the story of
Isaac, God alone commands Avraham to sacrifice his son. To me the most glaring
difference lies in the sentence:

The matter was very bad in Avraham’s eyes
because of his son. (Bereshit 21:11)

ויַּרֵַע הַדָּבָר מְאדֹ בְּעֵיניֵ אַבְרָהָם עַל
אוֹדתֹ בְּנוֹ: )בראשית כא:יא(

Which matter was that, you ask? Sacrificing Isaac? No.  This sentence appears in
the story of Ishmael, whose expulsion pained Avraham. Only after God assures him
that Ishmael will survive, and even flourish, does Avraham rise up early in the
morning and send Hagar and Ishmael away as he had been commanded. In Isaac’s
story, God commands Avraham and Avraham immediately rises up early in the
morning to fulfill God’s command; the Torah tells us of no retort, no question, no
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feelings at all. His son is in mortal danger.  God is requesting his life and Avraham --
the same Avraham who argued at length in favor of the people of Sedom whom he
didn’t even know -- leaps at the opportunity. What could account for this?

I believe the difference lies in the two distinct roles that Avraham fulfills: Avraham the
Family Father and Avraham the Covenantal Patriarch. Avraham’s only role with
respect to Ishmael was that of a father. Avraham loved his son indeed -- Ishmael was
the first son to be born to him. God had made clear to Avraham that Ishmael would
not inherit either his fortune or his dynasty. Avraham, then, may have had a
legitimate fear for Ishmael’s life, understanding that sending the defenseless pair into
the wilderness would be the death of them both.

On the other hand, Isaac was the heir to both Avraham’s fortune and the covenant of
the founding of the Jewish people. Over and over again God blessed Avraham with
the promise of numerous offspring, an everlasting covenant, and a land for his
people to call their own. In Chapter 12, when God commands him to “Go” לֶךְ־לְך , he
promises these things to Avraham’s offspring, using the word ,זרע seed or offspring.
In Chapter 13, when Avraham separates from Lot, his relative, God reassures him
that his legacy is not in danger as a result, again using the word .זרע In Chapter 15,
God promises again, disabusing Avraham of the idea that his servant Eliezer would
be his inheritor. Here God explicitly states that the legacy will come from Avraham’s
own offspring and again uses the word .זרע The same thing happens in Chapter 17,
at Brit Milah.  Here God states clearly that Ishmael would not carry that legacy,
though he would have a legacy of his own, but rather a son born of Sarah would go
on to sire the Jewish people. When God assures Avraham in Chapter 21 that he
should expel Ishmael, he clarifies that the word זרע refers exclusively to Isaac. And
then, at the end of our story, after Isaac’s near-sacrifice, the promise is reiterated for
a final time.

How could Avraham have been afraid for Isaac’s life? He already had five promises
from God that Isaac would carry on his holy mission. Avraham, the Covenantal
Patriarch, knew that the continuation of that role would flow to Isaac. Avraham,
Isaac’s father, had no need to fear. His lack of emotion at the Akedah was not
because he loved Isaac any less than Ishmael, but because the test was not about
his role as a father, it was about his belief in God, his trust in God’s promises. It was
about his role as the Patriarch of the nascent Jewish people.

Questions for further discussion:
1. Why does the Torah record no further discussions between Avraham and

Isaac, between Avraham and Ishmael, or between Isaac and Ishmael?
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2. Compare the death of Avraham to the deaths of Isaac, Jacob, and Moshe.
How could Avraham have blessed his sons, and why didn’t he?

3. What about the children born to Avraham later in life? What might his
relationship be with them?
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