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Rosh Ha’Shanah presents us with two distinct faces. We have celebratory rituals of the 

home that emphasize family and joyfulness, marking hopes for a new year with the 

sweetness of apples and honey; and we have the somber mood of synagogue prayers 

and services, with their emphasis on repentance and judgment. How do we reconcile 

these two aspects of Rosh Hashanah? Is it a holiday that we “celebrate” or one we 

“observe”?   

Maimonides said that “Even though repentance and crying out to G-d are always timely, 

during the ten days from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur it is exceedingly appropriate, 

and immediately accepted by G-d.” In the parashah we are about to read to get us in 

the right mood for Rosh Hashanah, "crying out" figures prominently. Indeed, crying -- as 

in pleading for help -- is exactly what is at issue.  

The protagonists in this Parashah are Hagar and Ishmael, Sarah and Avraham. Let’s 

note first that the name Hagar literally means “the stranger”, and Ishma’el means “G-d 

will hear you." That should give us a pretty good indication of how to interpret the story.  

A lot of things happen in this parashah: The miraculous birth of Isaac, followed by 

Ishmael and Hagar’s exile from Avraham’s house at the urging of Sarah; Hagar’s 

despair in the desert of Beersheva, and G-d’s intervention, opening her eyes to the well 

to satisfy her son’s thirst and provide reassurance of Ishmael's future and her own. The 

Parashah caps off with Avraham negotiating a treaty with Abimelech to secure rights of 

residency and ownership of wells that Avraham had dug.  

The exile of Hagar and Ishmael is nothing less than shocking. And not just to our 

modern sensibilities. Sarah seems callous and vindictive in her efforts to get Ishmael 
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and Hagar thrown out in order to secure Avraham’s inheritance for Isaac alone. The 

earliest commentators from Bereshit Rabbah look for clues in Ishmael’s behavior to 

justify Sarah's actions. They give her a pass of sorts, because G-d specifically tells 

Avraham that he should let Hagar leave since G-d has it all taken care of; Avraham 

seems simply to accept God's reassurance. The high bar Avraham usually sets with his 

generosity and concern, even for his rivals, is lowered to the very lowest rung here. 

Later commentators were less charitable towards Sarah and even less towards 

Avraham. 

Mesopotamian law from the time of Abraham allowed surrogacy as a solution to ensure 

male heirs, and also considered the dilemmas that might arise from it. On one hand, 

according to established legal custom, Ishmael would be a son the moment Avraham 

acknowledged him as such, and Hagar’s status would be elevated to 2nd wife. On the 

other, authors of ancient contract law knew that this created a potential risk of marital 

discord. To preserve marital peace and ensure that the second wife would be 

subservient to the first one, contractual provisions for demoting and even exiling the 2nd 

wife were considered fair.  

But our parashah today is exactly not about ancient codes of contract law. It is about 

working out an understanding of sacred Covenant. 

The ancient Hebrews would have expected Sarah to make her case relying on 

traditional Near East legal custom regarding how to treat a secondary handmaid-wife. 

Instead, Sarah argues that she needs to ensure Isaac’s rights as the biological inheritor 

of Avraham's Covenant with G-d, making the Covenant the source of rights and justice. 

G-d's interventions, in turn, seem to be countering that understanding "Covenant" so 

narrowly misses the larger point: The Covenant is not simply a contract. It is an ethical 

framework, requiring ethical action. The damage to Hagar and Ishmael is substantial: 

They were kicked out of the household to fend for themselves, deprived of any support 
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or inheritance on the basis of their status as a recognized wife and son, and even faced 

an immediate crisis in the desert where they were in dire need of water and shelter. And 

G-d leads by example to address each of these damages.  

I believe the Ancient Hebrews would immediately have noticed the tension between 

established law and the turn this story takes. They would have noticed how the 

Covenant between Avraham and G-d comes into play; they would have understood that 

the defining factor is not a legal code or a royal decree, but an ethical covenant. The 

Covenant is not a specific set of minute legal requirements, but a framework of mutual 

relationship, principles, and understandings.  

And this is where the quiet revolution sets in. If we were just in the world of Near 

Eastern custom and law, or a simple “Just-follow-G-d’s-word” approach, the story might 

end with Hagar and Ishmael in the desert, Sarah having secured Isaac’s inheritance, 

and G-d reiterating the support for Ishmael’s future. But we are in a completely new 

world that demands more than simple legal obligations. In intervening on behalf of 

Hagar and Ishmael, G-d provides a lesson by example of compassionate, ethical, 

covenantal behavior. And as the parashah continues with the episode of Avraham, 

Abimelech and the wells, Avraham demonstrates that he understands the lesson.  

Abimelech’s herdsmen had taken ownership of a well that Avraham had dug in Beer 

Sheva. This is no minor thing. Wells were strategic assets. They required know-how, 

manpower, and luck to build, fortify, and secure. They marked ownership of territory and 

wealth, provided sustenance, were social gathering places, and fulfilled many other 

functions. They were also often poisoned, sabotaged and fought over. Retaining a well 

required strength and resources, but having access and control over it could also 

secure the future of one’s family and clan.  

In the middle of this conflict over land and water rights, Avraham extends blessings to 

Abimelech, and secures the well for his sons -- that is, including Ishmael. I would like to 
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think that Avraham got the hint from G-d. Avraham heard, “I will take care of Hagar and 

Ishmael, and ensure that Ishmael will be a leader of a great nation of his own,” and 

asked, “What should I do to help make that happen?”  Avraham adopted a covenantal 

agreement with Abimelech affirming that Avraham dug the well and ensuring his access 

rights. This would, of course, include all of his family, present and future.  

The lesson is one of how to understand the Covenant’s implications: it requires us to be 

generous and to think broadly about our responsibilities for others’ welfare. The well will 

serve Isaac in the future when, driven by famine, he returns to this very land under 

Abimelech's protection to recover and prosper. But perhaps the well is also how Hagar 

– a banished slave - was able to persuade someone from her clan in Egypt to send his 

daughter all the way to Beer Sheva to marry her son. You don’t do that unless there is 

the prospect of great wealth or resources involved. In blessing Abimelech, and in 

securing water rights for Ishmael as well as Isaac, I see Avraham as following G-d's 

example of lovingkindness, and of taking care of the weak. 

Rosh Hashana requires us to reflect on how to be generous and wide ranging in our 

assessment of what we are responsible for, and to ask ourselves whether we answered 

the calls of the weak. And not just answer the calls; even if they are our rivals, did we 

help secure their future? For that is what Avraham did. 

And I think that is where the two faces of Rosh Hashanah come together: in the 

covenantal story. Sure, let us bask in the glory of a special relationship with G-d, and let 

Rosh Hashanah be another renewal of that relationship, but we cannot ignore the plight 

of those outside this direct relationship. On the contrary, our responsibility towards other 

people is at the heart of the Covenant, and we should therefore incorporate both the 

celebrations and the somber reflections to get us in the right frame of mind for the high 

holidays. 

 


