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Parashat Vayeira
Hagar and her son Yishmael are expelled from Avraham’s home because Yishmael mocks (some thing vis-à-vis) Yitzchak. The midrashim and commentators proffer several possibilities of what it is that Yishmael mocked. Initially, Avraham rejected the idea of expelling his wife and beloved son. Indeed, even though Sarah viewed Yishmael as the son of the maidservant, Avraham viewed him simply as a son. Nonetheless, God tells Avraham to heed Sarah’s call, yet placates him by promising Avraham that Yishmael, like Yitzchak, will also be a great nation (as the Divine promise included all of Avraham’s seed).

In their travels in the desert, Hagar and Yishmael not only lose their way, but also run out of drinking water. One could hardly imagine the somber reality facing the beleaguered Hagar: have her son watch her slowly die from thirst, or even worse, she might have to watch him die from thirst first. Given this dire situation, she responds by “throwing the boy under some tree, and then walked an arrow’s distance [away] and sat there” to watch the boy die. Trying to avoid the impending pain, she reasoned that at least she would not have to hold her son in his last moments. Strangely, the verse even stresses this point by repeating the fact that “she sat” twice in the same verse, when clearly it is referring to the same event of ‘sitting.’ But, this only highlights a more significant issue: why would the Torah draw attention to the way in which she forsook him? Once we know that she threw him down, it seems trivial to also note that she went to watch him die from afar.
Several other problems become apparent when analyzing the story. At the end of the previous verse, it says that “she raised her voice and cried.” So, when the Torah details the angel of God’s response to her, one would reasonably assume that the angel spoke to her in response to her intense crying and prayers. However, this is not the case. The Torah stresses – again by stating it twice – that God heard the voice of the lad. But, this is odd considering that nowhere does the Torah mention the lad making even a squeak, let alone raising his voice out to God. Furthermore, if God heard the voice of the lad, why did the angel of God only address Hagar? In fact, in the whole narrative, the boy is never addressed, let alone ever even called by his name ‘Yishmael.’ Indeed, even the fact that the Torah refers to him as a lad or a boy seems out of place, considering the fact that he’s twenty seven years old! 

In fact, the key to understanding the narrative is to realize that the focus is on Hagar, and not on Yishmael. When we hear that the angel of God responded to the voice the lad (i.e. Yishmael), we should not allow that to take us in the wrong direction. The first time the verse says that, it follows the words, “and she raised her voice and cried out.” Indeed, the Torah is juxtaposing the two – Hagar and the nameless Yishmael – in order to contrast them. When Hagar raises her voice and cries out, she fails to invoke any divine response. But, when the lad makes any sound, a sound so small or irrelevant that the Torah fails to even mention it (and I wouldn’t even posit that he made any noise at all had the Torah not said that “Hashem heard him”), he is immediately answered. By contrasting her abundant pleas to Yishmael’s implicit silence, the Torah tenders a veiled rebuke to her merciless abandonment. Indeed, the event is described in a way that is tantamount to mocking her cries: other people are heard even when they don’t speak up, as opposed to you Hagar, when she cries out, she’s still not heard. To further hone in on the criticism that the Torah is placing upon Hagar, we will now look towards the subsequent verse. It states that God “heard the boy as he was over there.” Many are inclined to explain this verse by proffering some profound philosophical message;
 but with that message, we tend to lose the biting criticism that the Torah lays upon Hagar. God hears the voice of the boy ‘sham’ (there), but does not here the voice of Hagar ‘here:’ from the place in which she separated from her son and from the place where she cried out to God. Ironically, God solely hears the cries of him “there:” who was cast off in the distance, but not those pleas from she who is so close in proximity, who is “here.”
The narrative, however, does not finish, with this criticism of Hagar. Actually, it also offers her constructive criticism towards raising her son. The angel of God, before he ever shows her the watering hole, informs her that she is to 1) get off her butt, 2) raise up the child, and 3) grab him by the hand, for he is going to be a great nation. It is difficult to see the connecting thread between these three points. But when we keep in mind how she cast him aside when they ran out of water, it becomes abundantly clear that the Torah is trying to rectify the psychological underpinnings that lead to that abandonment. The second the situation became dire, what did she do: 1) threw down the boy under some random tree and 2) watched from afar.
 As mothers go, Hagar truly acted derelict. Indeed, she was acting selfishly in a time when Yishmael needed a mother.

The role of the matriarch is to mold the patriarch’s offspring. In other words, the philosophies and world perspectives come from the dad, but the one who makes sure the kid doesn’t get out of line is the mother. For example, Yoseif was raised without a mother, and clearly made childish, impetuous, immature decisions. Had Rachel his mother been around, she would have been the one to say: those are beautiful dreams, and they will come true one day, but keep ‘em to yourself because you’re really paining your brothers. Or by Eisav: clearly, as Rivkah always showed favoritism to Ya’akov, (probably because of the divine oracle from before their births, but that is besides the point), Eisav never had a proper parental, motherly figure. It was the role of the mother to make sure that Eisav doesn’t get too crazy (or idolatrous and murderous as it were). Because she always favored Ya’akov, Eisav was never able to properly develop as a person who can implement the philosophies of his father.
A very similar situation applies to Yishmael as well. Yes, he was a grown man – a man of twenty seven years – but he never truly had a mother until this point. His mother always looked out for her own best interests. Aside from our present narrative, this can also be seen from the fact that she once absconded from Avraham’s house because she was unhappy with her treatment; this was not the proper response. Instead of trying to rectify the situation, she went for the quick fix: fleeing. When it was easy to throw her child down (forsake him), and watch from afar (to have no interaction with him whatsoever), she did so: this was a form of abuse. 
I’d like to point out that it is possible to forsake someone, but still have interaction. One could tell a son that I will not support you anymore, but still see him everyday at work. Hagar took it one step further. Hagar went so far as to leave him for dead, and then go and watch form afar. This is why the verse says: A) “Get up”: in other words, don’t only stand for yourself, stand for others; leave your self-gratifying world. B) “Raise up the child”: make it so he can rely on you; be his support. C) “Grab his hand”: just as you threw his hand aside before, take a hold of it and have an influence in his life. Do not just stand behind the scenes, but try to mold the lad and be a mother. 
This now explains why Yishmael’s name is never mentioned in the narrative, and why he is called a lad (or a child) throughout. The whole point of the story is to inform Hagar what kind of parent she must be. So, Yishmael is to be viewed not as himself, but from the perspective of a nameless child ready to be molded by his parents. 

The Midrash says that the angel spoke to Hagar in the merit of Avraham. As God promised to Avraham that Yishmael will be a great nation, God had to ensure that the boy would have the underlying capabilities to flourish into this nascent nation. This, by definition, necessitated a good mother. Consequently, after the boy is saved, we are told two things about him: A) he became an archer and B) his mother took a wife for him from Egypt. In other words, he got a livelihood and a family. Apparently, god three-prong attack for molding Hagar into a worthwhile mother was a success. Not surprisingly, this is actually the first time the Torah calls Hagar “his mother.” 
Last, with this is mind, we should not be surprised that upon the death of Avraham, Yishmael shows up to bury him, not as a contender of Yitzchak, but as one of the two sons of Avraham.

� Even though Yishmael’s descendents would be a cancer to the Israelites, as Yishmael stood at that very moment, i.e. “there,” he was worthy of being saved; hence , a miracle was done on his behalf.


� Of course, one can make the case that Avraham acted wrongly by setting the scene for this dire situation by not giving them more liquid, not offering them a guide, not guiding them himself to Be’er Sheva, etc.; but let us not forget that he really had no reason to. We should be surprised he gave them anything; God already promised him that Yishmael will be a great nation, so he had nothing to worry about, especially from their little trek in the desert.


� In fact, the Midrashim say that repented. 





