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The Periphery of Redemption: The Torah Readings of Rosh haShannah

1. Genesis 17:1-27; 18:1-15

1 And when Avram was ninety-nine years old God
appeared to Avram, and said to him: 'T am God
Almighty; walk before Me, and be whole. 2 And |
will make My covenant between Me and you, and
will make of you, many.' 3 And Avram fell on his
face; and God talked with him, saying: 4 ' My
covenant is with you, and you shall be the father
of a multitude of nations. 5 And your name shall
no longer be Avram,but rather your name shall be
Avraham; for | have made you the father of a
multitude of nations 6 And I will make you
exceedingly fruitful, and I will make nations of
you, and kings shall descend from you. 7 And |
will establish My covenant between Me and you
and your descendents after for generations, an
eternal covenant to be a God for you and for your
descendents after you. 8 And I will give to you
and to your descendents after you.the land of your
sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an
everlasting possession; and I will be their God.' 9
And God said to Avraham: 'You shall keep My
covenant, you and your descendents after for
generations 10 This is My covenant, which you
shall keep, between Me and you and your
descendents after you - every male among you
shall be circumcised.

.. .15 And God said unto Avraham: ' Sarai your
wife, shall not be called Sarai, but rather Sarah is
to be her name. 16 And I will bless her, and I will
give you a son from her; I will bless her, and she
shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall
descend from her.' 17 Avraham fell on his face,
and laughed, and said in his heart: 'Shall one who
is a hundred years old beget a child? and shall
Sarah, who is ninety years old, give birth?' 18 And
Avraham said to God: "Would that Yishmael might
live before You!' 19 And God said: But your wife
Sarah shall give birth to a son for you; and you
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shall call his name Yitzchak; and I will establish
My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant
for his descendents after him. 20 And as for
Yishmael, I have heard you;, I have blessed him,
and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him
exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I
will make him a great nation. 21 But My covenant
will I establish with Yitzchak, whom Sarah shall
give birth to at this set time in the next year. . ..
Chapter 18

1 And God appeared to [ Avraham] by the
terebinths of Mamre, as he sat in the tent entrance
in the heat of the day; 2 and he lifted up his eyes
and saw three men standing near him; and when
he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent
entrance, and bowed down to the earth, 3 and said:
'My lord, if I have found favor in your eyes, do not
pass by your servant. 4 Let now a little water be
fetched, and wash your feet, and rest under the
tree. 5 And I will fetch a loaf of bread, and eat to
your heart’s content; after that you can go, having
stopped in at my home." And they said: 'Yes, do as
you said.' 6 And Avraham hurried into the tent to
Sarah, and said: 'Make ready quickly three
measures of fine meal, knead it, and make cakes.'
7 And Avraham ran unto the herd, and fetched a
calf tender and good, and gave it to the boy; and
he hurried to prepare it. 8 And he took butter, and
milk, and the meat which he had prepared, and set
it before them; and he stood by them under the
tree, and they ate. 9 And they said to him: "Where
is your wife Sarah?' And he said: 'She is in the
tent.' 10 And he said: 'l will return to you at this
time next year and there will be a son for your
wife Sarah.” And Sarah heard in the tent entrance,
which was behind him.-- 11 Now Avraham and
Sarah were old, and advanced in years; it had
ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of
women.-- 12 And Sarah laughed to herself, saying:
'Now that I am old shall I have pleasure, my lord
being old also?' 13 And God said to Avraham:
'Why did Sarah laugh, saying: Shall I have a child,
as [ am old? 14 Is any thing too hard for God? I
will return to you at this time next year and there
will be a son for Sarah' 15 Sarah denied it, saying:
'T did not laugh; because she was afraid. And God
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said: 'No, you did laugh.'
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2. Commentary of Yitzchak ben Yehudah Abarbanel on Genesis 17 (b. 1437- d. 1508,
Portugal and Italy)

God responded to the question, Would Yishmael live
before you by saying, But Sarah your wife, as if to
say, ‘Avraham, you thought that all of the good that
I promised to do for you was for your sake and
therefore once you had your son Yishmael, you
thought that the birth of Yitzchak was unnecessary,
so much so that you asked Would that Yishmael live
and be before Me in My covenant. Know that the
matter is not so, because Sarah is worthy of bearing
you a child and just as you are a necessary parent,
so is she, and Yishmael is not her son and therefore
from the perspective of Sarah, the birth of Yitzchak
is necessary, even though Yishmael will not die.
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3. Genesis Chapter 21

1 And God remembered Sarah as God had said,
and God did to Sarah as God had spoken. 2 And
Sarah became pregnant, and gave birth to a son
for Avraham in his old age, at the set time of
which God had spoken to him. 3 And Avraham
called the name of his son that was born to him,
whom Sarah birthed for him, Yitzchak. 4 And
Avraham circumcised his son Yitzchak when he
was eight days old, as God had commanded him.
5 And Avraham was a hundred years old, when
his son Yitzchak was born to him. 6 And Sarah
said: 'God has made laughter for me; every one
that hears will laugh for me.' 7 And she said:
'Who would have said about Avraham, that Sarah
should nurse children? for I have borne him a son
in his old age.'
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8 And the child grew, and was weaned. And
Avraham made a great feast on the day that
Yitzchak was weaned. 9 And Sarah saw the son of
Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to
Avraham, laughing (metzachek). 10 [Sarah] said
to Avraham: 'Cast out this maid and her son; for
the son of this maid shall not inherit with my son,
with Yitzchak' 11 And the matter was very bad in
Avraham's sight on account of his son. 12 And
God said to Avraham: ‘Let the matter not be bad
in your eyes because of the lad, and because of
your maid; listen to everything that Sarah says;
for Yitzchak will be your official heir. 13 And
also of the son of the maid will I make a nation,
because he is your child. 14 And Avraham 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-sheva. 15 And the water in the bottle was
finished, 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 see the death of the
child.' And she sat over against him, and lifted up
her voice, and wept. 17 And God heard the voice
of the lad; and the angel of God called to Hagar
out of heaven, and said unto her: ‘What is with
you Hagar? Do not be afraid for God has heard
the voice of the lad where he is. 18 Get up and lift
up the lad, and hold him fast by the hand; for I
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 bottle with water, and gave
the lad drink. 20 And God was with the lad, and
he grew; and he lived in the wilderness, and
became an archer. 21 And he lived in the
wilderness of Paran; and his mother took him a
wife out of the land of Egypt.
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4. Bereishit Rabbah 53:11
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And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian
(Genesis 21:9) - Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai said:
Rabbi Akiva used to interpret this to his
[[shmael’s] shame, and I read it positively. Rabbi
Akiva taught And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the
Egyptian, whom she had borne to Avraham,
laughing (metzachek)Now laughing (metzachek)
refers to nothing else but sexual immorality, as in
the verse, The Hebrew servant, whom you have
brought to us, came in to laugh at me. (Gen.
39:17). This teaches that Sarah saw Yishmael . . .
entrap married women and rape them. R.
Yishmael taught: This term laughing (metzachek)'
refers to idolatry, as in the verse, And the people
sat to eat and drink and got up to laugh (Exodus
32:6). This teaches that Sarah saw Yishmael build
altars, catch locusts, and sacrifice them. R.
Eleazar said: The term laughing (metzachek)
refers to bloodshed, as in the verse, Let the young
men, please, arise and laugh before us (I Sam.
2:14) Rabbi Azariah said in Rabbi Levi’s name:
Yishmael said to Yitzchak: 'Let us go and see our
portions in the field' and he would pick up the
bow and shoot arrows, aiming in Yitzchak's
direction, while pretending to be playing
(laughing), as it is written: as a madman who
casts fire-brands, arrows, and death; so is the
man that deceives his neighbor, and said: 'l am
just laughing (metzachek)(Proverbs 26:18-19)
And I [Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai] say that this is
to be interpreted to the praise [ofYishmael]. This
expression of laughing (metzachek) is only used
as 'inheritance'. In the moment that Yitzchak our
father was born all were happy. Yishmael said to
them: Fools! I am the first-born, I am going to
receive double portion [of the inheritance], that
from the answer of Sarah our mother to Avraham
because the son of this maidservant will not
inherit with my son, with Yitzchak . . .




5. Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer Chapter 29

Yishmael went and took a wife from the daughters
of Moav. After three years, Avraham went to visit
his son Yishmael and he swore to Sarah that he
would not get off his camel in the place where
Yishmael was living. [Avraham] arrived there in
the middle of the day, and he found Yishmael’s
wife there. He said to her, “Where is Yishmael?”
She said, “He and his mother went to bring fruit
and dates from the wilderness.” [Avraham] said to
her, “Give me a little bread and water as I am
weary from my travels through the wilderness.”
She said, “I don’t have any bread or any water.”
[Avraham] said, “When Yishmael comes tell him
the following message, ... and say to him, 4An old
man from Canaan came to see you and said to
change your door post as it is not good for you.”
And when Yishmael came back from the
wilderness, she told him these things. And
Yishmael understood and divorced her.

And his mother sent and took a wife for him from
her father’s household and Fatima was her name.
And again after three years, Avraham went to visit
his son Yishmael and he swore to Sarah, as he did
the first time, that he would not get off his camel
in the place where Yishmael was living.
[Avraham] arrived there in the middle of the day,
and he found Yishmael’s wife there. He said to
her, “Where is Yishmael?” She said, “He and his
mother went to herd camels in the desert.”
[Avraham] said to her, “Give me a little bread and
water as I am weary from my travels through the
wilderness.” She took out bread and water and
gave him. Avraham stood and prayed before
before God for his son, and Yishmael’s home
became filled will all good manner of blessing.
And when Yishmael came home, [his wife] told
him what had occurred and Yishmael knew that
all along his father’s mercies were with him, as a
father has mercy on his children.
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6. Al-Bukhari: THE STORY OF HAJRA [Hagar]| AND ISHMAEL (Sahih Bukhari.
Book #55, Hadith #583) (with thanks to Dr. Shari Lowin)

Narrated Ibn Abbas: .. Abraham brought[Hagar] and her son Ishmael while she was suckling him,
to a place near the Ka'ba under a tree on the spot of Zamzam, at the highest place in the mosque.
During those days there was nobody in Mecca, nor was there any water. So he made them sit over
there and placed near them a leather bag containing some dates, and a small water-skin containing
some water, and set out homeward. Ishmael's mother followed him saying, "O Abraham! Where are
you going, leaving us in this valley where there is no person whose company we may enjoy, nor is
there anything?" She repeated that to him many times, but he did not look back at her. Then she
asked him, "Has Allah ordered you to do so?" He said, "Yes." She said, "Then He will not neglect
us," and returned while Abraham proceeded onwards. On reaching the Thaniya, where they could not
see him, he faced the Ka'ba, and raising both hands, invoked Allah saying the following prayers: 'O
our Lord! I have made some of my offspring dwell in a valley without cultivation, by Your Sacred
House (Ka’ba at Mecca) in order, O our Lord, that they may offer prayer perfectly. So fill some
hearts among men with love towards them, and provide them with fruits, so that they may give
thanks.' (14.37)

Ishmael's mother went on suckling Ishmael and drinking from the water (she had). When the water in
the water-skin had all been used up, she became thirsty, and her child also became thirsty. She looked
at him tossing in agony; She left him, for she could not endure looking at him, and found that the
mountain of Safa was the nearest mountain to her. She stood on it and started looking at the valley
keenly so that she might see somebody, but she could not see anybody. Then she descended from
Safa and when she reached the valley, she tucked up her robe and ran through the valley like a person
in distress and trouble, till she crossed the valley and reached the Marwa mountain where she stood
and started looking, expecting to see somebody, but she could not see anybody. She repeated that
(running between Safa and Marwa) seven times."

The Prophet said, "This is the source of the tradition of the walking of people between them (i.e. Safa
and Marwa).” When she reached the Marwa (for the last time) she heard a voice and she asked
herself to be quiet and listened attentively. She heard the voice again and said, 'O, (whoever you may
be)! You have made me hear your voice; have you got something to help me?" And behold! She saw
an angel at the place of Zamzam, digging the earth with his heel (or his wing), till water flowed from
that place. She started to make something like a basin around it, using her hand in this way, and
started filling her water-skin with water with her hands, and the water was still flowing out after she
had scooped some of it."

The Prophet added, "May Allah bestow Mercy on Ishmael's mother! Had she let the Zamzam (flow
without trying to control it)/ (or had she not scooped from that water to fill her water-skin),' Zamzam

would have been a stream flowing on the surface of the earth." The Prophet further added, "Then she
drank (water) and suckled her child. ...

! The phrase in Arabic is missing words. The Arabic says, “Had she let the Zamzam, Zamzam would have been a
stream flowing on the surface on the earth.” Meaning, had she let it alone. The editor/translator is trying to figure out
what leaving the Zamzam alone might entail. The suggestions are: a) had she left the water to continue to flow
vigorously, without trying to control it b) had she left it alone by not trying to fill her waterskin up with water. Either
way, had she left it alone it would have continued to flow as a stream, flowing over the earth.



The Prophet added, "Ishmael's mother was sitting near the water. They [the Jurhum] asked her, 'Do
you allow us to stay with you?" She replied, 'Yes, but you will have no right to possess the water."
They agreed to that." The Prophet further said, "Ishmael's mother was pleased with the whole
situation as she used to love to enjoy the company of the people. So, they settled there, and later on
they sent for their families who came and settled with them so that some families became permanent
residents there. The child (i.e. Ishmael) grew up and learned Arabic from them and (his virtues)
caused them to love and admire him as he grew up, and when he reached the age of puberty they
made him marry a woman from amongst them.

After Ishmael's mother died, after [shmael’s marriage Abraham came to see his family that he had
left before, but he did not find Ishmael there. When he asked Ishmael's wife about Ishmael, she
replied, 'He has gone in search of our livelihood.' Then he asked her about their way of living and
their condition, and she replied, "We are living in misery; we are living in hardship and destitution,’
complaining to him. He said, '"When your husband returns, convey my salutation to him and tell him
to change the threshold of the gate of his house.' When Ishmael came, he seemed to have felt
something unusual had taken place, so he asked his wife, 'Has anyone visited you?' She replied, 'Yes,
an old man of such-and-such description came and asked me about you and I informed him, and he
asked about our state of living, and I told him that we were living in a hardship and poverty.' On that
Ishmael said, 'Did he advise you anything?' She replied, "Yes, he told me to convey his salutation to
you and to tell you to change the threshold of your gate.' Ishmael said, 'It was my father, and he has
ordered me to divorce you. Go back to your family.'

So, Ishmael divorced her and married another woman from amongst them (i.e. Jurhum). Abraham
stayed away from them for a period as long as Allah wished. He then called on them again but again
did not find Ishmael. He came to Ishmael's wife and asked her about Ishmael. She said, 'He has gone
in search of our livelihood.' Abraham asked her, 'How are you getting on?' asking her about their
sustenance and living. She replied, "We are prosperous and well-off (i.e. we have everything in
abundance).' Then she thanked Allah. Abraham said, 'What kind of food do you eat?' She said.
'Meat.' He said, "What do you drink?' She said, 'Water." He said, "O Allah! Bless their meat and
water." The Prophet added, "At that time they did not have grain, and if they had had grain, he would
have also invoked Allah to bless it."

The Prophet added, "If somebody has only these two things as his sustenance, his health and
disposition will be badly affected, unless he lives in Mecca."

The Prophet added," Then Abraham said to Ishmael's wife, "When your husband comes, give my
regards to him and tell him that he should keep firm the threshold of his gate." When Ishmael came
back, he asked his wife, 'Did anyone call on you?' She replied, 'Yes, a good-looking old man came to
me,' so she praised him and added. 'He asked about you, and I informed him, and he asked about our
livelihood and I told him that we were in a good condition.' Ishmael asked her, 'Did he give you any
piece of advice?' She said, 'Yes, he told me to give his regards to you and ordered that you should
keep firm the threshold of your gate.' On that Ishmael said, 'It was my father, and you are the
threshold (of the gate). He has ordered me to keep you with me.'

2 Possess — meaning, own the water rights and either prevent others from accessing it or charge them to do so.



