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Rosh Hashana Day 2
Genesis 21:1-34 – Hagar – Open Our Eyes
Rabbi Stephen Wise
October 1, 2008    Tishrei 2, 5769

It was a dark and stormy night.  The desert winds howl across the landscape.  A mother huddles with her young son, trying desperately to shield him from the elements, to no avail.  She looks again in her skin of water, not a drop remains.  In tears she places her son under a bush, and weeping turns around and walks away so that she will not have to see him die.  Suddenly a voice comes from heaven “Hagar, have no fear, take hold of your boy’s hand”.  And she did.  And then God opened her eyes and she saw the well, which was right in front of her all along.
This powerful story is about Hagar surviving her expulsion into the wilderness with her son Ishmael.  It is the portion we read on this Rosh Hashana.  In past years, our congregation has followed the Reform minhag of reading the binding of Isaac on one day, and reading the opening chapter of Bereshit, the story of creation, on the second day.  The account of how God created the universe dovetails perfectly on the theme of Rosh Hashana as a celebration of the birthday of our world.  


But the traditional mahzor indicates that we read the story of the banishment of Hagar and Ishmael. Typical of the book of Genesis, this story is full of anger, revenge, expulsion and redemption with one significant difference.  Hagar is a non-Jewish slave woman, the first and only to speak to the divine.  And she is promised that her progeny will become a great nation.  Why would we read a story about an idol worshipping slave and her illegitimate son on one of the holiest days of the year?

We read the story of Hagar, on the first day of Rosh Hashanah.  That story can be compared to the story of the binding of Isaac we read today.  The stories reveals much about the nature of love, our fight for survival and our ability to find help in what is right in front of us.  However, we need to have the courage and strength to open our eyes and see it.

Please open your Mahzor Hadash to page 202, Genesis 21:1-34.  I want to examine with you the story of the birth of Isaac, the rivalry with Ishmael and the events that lead to his expulsion into the wilderness to die.
As you know, Isaac was conceived to Sarah and Abraham very late in their lives.  A few chapters earlier in Bereshit, Abraham and Sarah have three visitors, who turn out to be messengers of God.  Due to Abrahams continued allegiance to God, and his model behavior in welcoming strangers – hachnasat orchim - Abraham and Sarah are finally granted their lifetime wish to have a child.  But Abraham was 100 years old and Sarah 90.  Could it be after all these years of infertility, that they would miraculously conceive?  Sarah laughs aloud when she hears the stranger’s promise, incredulous that her body could still produce a baby.  Suddenly God’s voice is heard, “is any wonder too difficult for God”.  This cuts her laughter short, and lo and behold, within the year she gives birth to a boy. 

Abraham and Sarah decide to name their son, Yitzhak, which means laughter.  As you see here in verse 6, Sarah declares “God has brought me laughter; all who hear will laugh with me”.  There is not a lot of laughter in our holy scriptures, so when it happens it provides a welcome relief.  But this relief often foreshadows more serious events to come.  The account of the birth of Isaac falls on the heels of the fire and brimstone destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and Lot’s wife turning to salt.  
It’s a natural reaction for Sarah, out of relief, out of joy, and out of happiness, to let loose her raw emotions and laugh.  After the pain of 99 years of infertility, this wellspring of emotion was bound to come through.  In fact there is a story in the Midrash that the local townspeople could not believe that Sarah could conceive at such an old age.  Sarah decided to prove it at the party to celebrate the weaning of Isaac.  In verse 7 it reads “Heineeka Vanim Sarah”, Sarah would suckle boys.  The plural noun “boys” gave rise to the legend that Sarah was able to nurse not only her own son, but every other infant who was invited to the celebration.  This legend also suggests that all those who convert to Judaism are descendants of those children from the party nursed by Sarah.  That is why every convert is considered the child of Abraham and Sarah.
The birth of Isaac however brings tension to Abraham’s tent.  When Sarah was unable to conceive years earlier, she had instructed Abraham to bear a child through his midwife Hagar, and so Ishmael was brought into the world.  But now that Sarah has the son she always wanted, in order to continue the lineage of Abraham, there is no need for Ishmael.  Jealously rears its ugly head as the two mothers each fight for the priority of their own son. 
Sarah wants to secure her son’s future quickly and demands that Abraham immediately expel Hagar and Ishmael out into the desert.  The Reform movement’s new Women’s Torah Commentary highlights that from a feminist perspective, the story raises troubling questions.  This story portrays the oppression of one woman by another.  
It also places the responsibility upon women for the continuing enmity between two peoples, the descendants of Isaac and the descendants of Ishmael.  Scholars often point to the expulsion of Ishmael in this story as precipitating the centuries long battle between Islam and Judaism.  Both Jewish and Islamic traditions consider Abraham as our common ancestor.  According to Muslim tradition, one can trace a lineage from Ishmael right down to Muhammad. In fact it’s said that Abraham and Ishmael together build the Ka’aba, the holiest place in Islam, located in the center of the al-Masjid al-Haram mosque in Mecca, Saudi Arabia.  This is the place that all Muslims around the world face during prayer.   Indeed the bond between Abraham and Ishmael is very strong.  The Quran states that when Abraham was commanded to sacrifice his son, it was Ishmael, not Isaac that was taken.  

But the idea that the clash of these two major religions begins with Sarah’s banishment of Hagar and Ishmael is rather far fetched as the birth of Islam does not occur for another thousand years.  Indeed our two faiths have much in common in rituals, diet, customs and values.  It’s mostly been the last 150 years when the Zionist movement brought Jews back to Israel that precipitated the current battle between Jew and Muslim. 
We cannot shy away however from Sarah’s unkind behavior towards Hagar and her demand to banish them to the wilderness.  But over time the Rabbis sought to portray Sarah as the upholder of justice, since she is our foremother and Isaac is our forefather.  In verse 9 it says that Sarah saw Ishmael and Isaac playing.  The word for play is “metzehek” which also is a derivative of “laughter” a theme already presented at the beginning of the parsha.  The Rabbis imply in various Midrashim, that Ishmael was making light of Jewish law by seducing women, engaging in idolatrous practices and shooting arrows at Isaac to scare him.  These are conveniently the three most serious public offences in Jewish law: rape, idolatry and murder.  Moreover, Ishmael would “play” at being Isaac, telling him that he himself was the first born son and so ultimately he would receive the double portion from Abraham and continue the covenant with God.  That is why Sarah ordered the expulsion of her rival Hagar together with Ishmael.  
Now we get to the most tragic scene of this sidra, where Hagar must face the near death of her son in the wilderness.  Abraham arises early and with a simple personal touch, offers her water, places the boy on her shoulders and ushers her towards the desert sands.  She walks until the water is finished and then sets Ishmael down under a bush and walks away. She begins to weep when God’s voice calls out to her, “I have heard the boy’s cry”.  This is curious as there is no evidence that Ishmael was crying.  We learn from this that God will always hear our cries, even the silent ones, when no words are uttered at all.  
Hagar awakens to God’s help and takes her son by the hand.  This simple act overcomes her feeling of helplessness and eases Ishmael’s fears as well.  Often when we are depressed or fearful, we can gain strength and courage by simply taking someone’s hand, the human touch.  
Then the text says, in verse 19 – “God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water”.  The miracle that God performs is not the creation of a well where one had not been before.  It is the opening Hagar’s eyes to see what she had previously been blind to, the existence of life-sustaining resources right in front of her.  This is the key to the entire parsha, and why it’s called “Vayera” and God appeared.  God and God’s miracles are all around us if we only take the time to see them.  There is a meditation in our prayer book before the Shema prayer that says, “Open up our eyes, teach us how to live, fill our hearts with joy and all the love you have to give”.  Often in services I invite people to close their eyes for the Shema, to gather your thoughts and feel the power of prayer.  I invite people to think about their lives, the people they care about, and block out all the distractions and noise and problems that prevent us from focusing on what is important.  Then when you open your eyes you are able to concentrate on the prayers.  That is what God wants from us as well.  So often in our everyday lives, we walk with our heads are down.  We stare at the pavement in front of us.  We stare down at the desk at work or at school.  We stare without really seeing. God wants us to open our eyes and see.  Our furthest dreams and visions can be achieved if we set realistic goals within reach.  
Years ago I heard the biblical scholar Harry Essrig, z"l, offer a meaningful D'rash on Psalm 121, Esa Einai. "I lift my eyes to the mountains, where will my help come from”.  "Now, just where do you suppose the Psalmist was standing when those words came to mind?" The answer is obvious: he’s in the valley. From the bottom things look impossible, we’re always looking up and we can’t see the goal at the top.  But from the top of the hill, it’s like we can see forever.  We have perfect vision and clarity.  We see our purpose, we don’t carry any weight on our shoulders, and the sky’s the limit.  When one is in the valley, looking to the mountain top, it seems like you’ll never get there. But the truth is most of us get to see things from both points of view at different times in our lives.  So, it's important when we're standing in the valley to remember what things looked like from the mountain top. And it's equally important when standing on the mountain top to remember how things look from the bottom.


So when you go off on a dark and stormy night, and you’re cold and the wind is howling, like Hagar stranded in the wilderness, open your eyes.  You will soon become aware that you are not alone.  There is support around you if you look up; help is near – in God.  There is a story of a man who went to heaven and met with God.  God pointed.  God and the man looked together upon his life.  The man noticed that wherever he walked, there were always footprints right behind him.  The man said gratefully, “God you were always there supporting me”.  But at one point in his life, at the hardest time, the man looked down and saw only one set of footprints.  “God”, he asked, “Where were you in the toughest times, when I needed you the most?  God replied, “There are one set of footprints, because it was then that I carried you”.  
On this Rosh Hashana, let us always remember to open our eyes, hold our heads up high, and remember we’re never alone.  
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