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‭It’s possible that if things had been different, if things had gone as planned, that Yishmael,‬

‭Avraham’s half-Egyptian son of a slave, might have been our ancestor instead of‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭.‬

‭That seems, after all, to be what Sarah intended when she told Avraham to have a child with‬

‭Hagar.  “Go to my maidservant,” she says, “and perhaps I will be built up through her”‬

‭(Bereishit 16:2).  While Rashi suggests that Sarah was also hoping for a biological child of her‬

‭own and that she hoped that the merit of her self-sacrifice would cause God to allow her the‬

‭pregnancy she’d been denied all those years, a more straightforward reading of her words‬

‭seems to point to her hope for an adopted child: biologically Avraham’s, but relationally‬

‭Sarah’s as well.‬

‭And while things don’t work out that way, it is not obvious, at this point in the narrative, that‬

‭this is not a real, possible pathway to the covenantal heir.  All that God has promised up to‬

‭now is that the heir will be Avraham’s biological child.  It is not until chapters later—long after‬

‭relations between Sarah and Hagar have entirely collapsed—that God tells Avraham that‬

‭Yishmael cannot inherit:‬
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‬‮כא‬‮-‬‮יט‬‮:‬‮יז‬‮בראשית
ר‬‭19 יֹּאמֶ ים‬‮וַ לֹקִ ל‬‮אֱ בָ ה‬‮אֲ רָ ךָ‬‮שָׂ תְּ שְׁ ת‬‮אִ דֶ יֹלֶ ךָ‬‮ ן‬‮לְ אתָ‬‮בֵּ רָ ת‬‮וְקָ מוֹ‬‮אֶ ק‬‮שְׁ י‬‮יִצְחָ מֹתִ  קִ י‬‮וַהֲ יתִ רִ ת־בְּ תּוֹ‬‮אֶ ית‬‮אִ רִ בְ ם‬‮לִ ‬‮עוֹלָ

עוֹ זַרְ יו׃‬‮לְ רָ אל‬‮‬‭20אַחֲ עֵ מָ יִשְׁ יךָ‬‮וּלְ תִּ עְ מַ נֵּה‬‮שְׁ י‬ ‮‬‮הִ כְתִּ רַ אֹתוֹ‬‮בֵּ י‬‮ יתִ רֵ פְ אֹתוֹ‬‮וְהִ י‬‮ יתִ בֵּ רְ אֹתוֹ‬‮וְהִ אֹד‬‮  מְ אֹד‬‮בִּ  נֵים‬‮מְ ר‬‮שְׁ שָׂ ‬‮עָ

ם יאִ יד‬‮נְשִׂ יו‬‮יוֹלִ תִּ גוֹי‬‮וּנְתַ ת‬‮‬‭21גָּדוֹל׃‬‮לְ י‬‮וְאֶ יתִ רִ ים‬‮בְּ ת‬‮אָקִ ק‬‮אֶ ר‬‮יִצְחָ שֶׁ ד‬‮אֲ לֵ ךָ‬‮תֵּ ה‬‮לְ רָ ד‬‮שָׂ מּוֹעֵ זֶּה‬‮לַ נָה‬‮הַ שָּׁ ‬‮בַּ

ת׃ רֶ אַחֶ ‬‮הָ

‭Bereishit 17:19-21‬
‭19‬‭God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife will bear you a son and you shall call him‬

‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭.  I will establish my covenant with him, an eternal covenant for his children after‬

‭him.‬ ‭20‬‭Regarding Yishmael, I have heard you: Behold, I will bless him and make him fertile‬

‭and exceedingly increase his numbers.  He shall be the father of 12 chieftains, and I will‬

‭make of him a great nation.‬ ‭21‬‭But I will make my covenant with‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭, who Sarah will‬

‭bear at this season next year.”‬

‭It is possible, of course, that it was always God’s inevitable plan for Sarah to give birth to a‬

‭child of her own, and that the long wait toward that point was part of that destiny.  But it is‬

‭also possible to read the story in another way, not as the story of a misguided attempt always‬

‭destined to result in an extra, non-covenantal child, but as the tragic story of an heir who‬

‭might have been.‬

‭The story in which Yishmael was the covenantal heir and ancestor of the Jewish people would‬

‭have been a different story with different symbolism.  Instead of a story that traces Jewish‬

‭origins to Sarah’s miraculous conception at an advanced age, a stage of life when this seemed‬

‭impossible, this story would have been a tale about love when love seems impossible: a‬

‭collaboration between two women who have every reason to resent each other bound‬

‭together by nothing but love for the same child.  It would be a story about an in-between‬

‭child: both Israelite and Egyptian, both slave and free.  Instead of a story about a child born to‬

‭Avraham and Sarah, his niece, a child entirely from the line of Tera‬‭h‬‭and ultimately from‬
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‭Shem, Noa‬‭h‬‭’s blessed son, it would be a story about a child who carries that blessed lineage‬

‭on his father and adoptive mother’s side, but also carries the blood of‬‭H‬‭am, Noa‬‭h‬‭’s cursed‬

‭son, on his birth mother’s.  And in this alternative version of the story, it would be exactly this‬

‭child, this union of opposites brought together only because of the shared love of a child, that‬

‭God would choose to carry the covenant.‬

‭That would-be story never comes true for Avraham, Sarah, and Hagar.  It never comes true‬

‭because that sort of love is difficult.  Hagar and Sarah cannot cooperate in raising this child.‬

‭Yishmael remains firmly Hagar’s son, ultimately expelled from Avrahram’s home because‬

‭Sarah cannot abide the thought that he might inherit along with Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak.  In the ultimate‬

‭defeat of this might-have-been, not only do Hagar and Sarah not share a son, their respective‬

‭sons cannot even share a home.‬

‭But Sarah and Hagar are not the last time we see this encounter of Egyptian and Israelite,‬

‭freewoman and slave.  Instead, we meet their counterparts years later, this time in Egypt‬

‭instead of Canaan:‬

‬‮ט‬‮-‬‮ה‬‮:‬‮ב‬‮שמות
ד‬‭5 רֶ ת‬‮וַתֵּ עֹה‬‮בַּ  רְ חֹץ‬‮פַּ  רְ ל‬‮לִ אֹר‬‮עַ יְ יהָ‬‮הַ רֹתֶ  כֹת‬‮וְנַעֲ  הֹלְ ל‬‮ אֹר‬‮יַד‬‮עַ יְ א‬‮הַ רֶ ת‬‮וַתֵּ ה‬‮אֶ בָ תֵּ תוֹךְ‬‮הַ סּוּף‬‮בְּ ח‬‮הַ לַ שְׁ ת‬‮וַתִּ ‬‮אֶ

הּ תָ מָ הָ‬‮אֲ חֶ קָּ ח‬‮וַתִּ תַּ פְ הוּ‬‮וַתִּ אֵ רְ ת‬‮וַתִּ ד‬‮אֶ יֶּלֶ נֵּה‬‮הַ ר‬‮וְהִ בֹּכֶה‬‮נַעַ מֹל‬‮  חְ יו‬‮וַתַּ לָ ר‬‮עָ תֹּאמֶ י‬‮וַ דֵ יַּלְ ים‬‮מִ רִ בְ עִ ר‬‮‬‭6זֶה׃‬‮הָ תֹּאמֶ ‬‮וַ

חֹתוֹ  ל‬‮אֲ ת‬‮אֶ עֹה‬‮בַּ  רְ ךְ‬‮פַּ לֵ אֵ י‬‮הַ אתִ רָ ךְ‬‮וְקָ ה‬‮לָ שָּׁ ת‬‮אִ ינֶקֶ ן‬‮מֵ יֹּת‬‮מִ  רִ בְ עִ ינִק‬‮הָ ךְ‬‮וְתֵ ד׃‬‮לָ יָּלֶ ת־הַ ר‬‮‬‭7אֶ תֹּאמֶ הּ‬‮וַ ת‬‮לָ ‬‮בַּ

עֹה  רְ י‬‮פַּ כִ ךְ‬‮לֵ לֶ ה‬‮וַתֵּ מָ לְ עַ א‬‮הָ רָ קְ ת‬‮וַתִּ ם‬‮אֶ ד׃‬‮אֵ יָּלֶ ר‬‮‬‭8הַ תֹּאמֶ הּ‬‮וַ ת‬‮לָ עֹה‬‮בַּ  רְ י‬‮פַּ יכִ ילִ ת‬‮הֵ ד‬‮אֶ יֶּלֶ זֶּה‬‮הַ הוּ‬‮הַ ינִקִ י‬‮וְהֵ ‬‮לִ

נִי ן‬‮וַאֲ תֵּ ת‬‮אֶ ךְ‬‮אֶ כָרֵ ח‬‮שְׂ קַּ ה‬‮וַתִּ שָּׁ אִ ד‬‮הָ יֶּלֶ הוּ׃‬‮הַ נִיקֵ ל‬‮‬‭9וַתְּ ד‬‮וַיִגְדַּ יֶּלֶ הוּ‬‮הַ אֵ בִ ת‬‮וַתְּ בַ עֹה‬‮לְ  רְ י‬‮פַּ הּ‬‮וַיְהִ ן‬‮לָ בֵ א‬‮לְ רָ קְ ‬‮וַתִּ

מוֹ ה‬‮שְׁ מֹשֶׁ ר‬‮ תֹּאמֶ ן‬‮כִּי‬‮וַ יִם‬‮מִ מַּ הוּ׃‬‮הַ יתִ שִׁ ‬‮מְ

‭Shemot 2:5-9‬
‭5‬‭The daughter of Pharaoh (Bat Paroh) came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens‬

‭walked along the Nile.  She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to‬
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‭fetch it.  When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying.  She took pity on it‬

‭and said, “This must be a Hebrew child.”‬ ‭6‬‭His sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go‬

‭and get you a Hebrew nurse to suckle the child for you?”‬ ‭7‬‭Pharaoh’s daughter answered,‬

‭“Yes.”  So the girl went and called the child’s mother.‬ ‭8‬‭Pharaoh’s daughter said to her,‬

‭“Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will pay your wages.”  So the woman took the‬

‭child and nursed it.‬ ‭9‬‭When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who‬

‭made him her son.  She named him Moses, explaining, “I drew him out of the water.”‬

‭The players in this drama are remarkably similar to Sarah and Hagar: a freewoman who is a‬

‭princess,‬‭1‬ ‭a slave who is a mother, and a baby boy.  This time the roles reversed: it is the‬

‭Egyptian woman who is in the dominant social position and the Israelite woman who is the‬

‭child’s biological mother.  But the main choice to be made in this story, the question of‬

‭whether these women who have nothing in common will collaborate to raise a child, whether‬

‭their shared love can overcome their differences, is exactly the same.  And this time, the‬

‭answer to that question is: yes.‬

‭Moshe’s in-betweenness never leaves him.  Even as a fugitive from Pharaoh’s court, even after‬

‭he has gone out to see his brothers, understood himself to be an Israelite and killed for that‬

‭new identity, his upbringing stays with him:‬

‬‮יט‬‮-‬‮טז‬‮:‬‮ב‬‮שמות
ן‬‭16 כֹהֵ  יָן‬‮לְ דְ ע‬‮מִ בַ נוֹת‬‮שֶׁ בֹאנָה‬‮בָּ  נָה‬‮וַתָּ לֶ דְ אנָה‬‮וַתִּ לֶּ מַ ים‬‮וַתְּ טִ הָ רְ ת־הָ קוֹת‬‮אֶ שְׁ הַ צֹאן‬‮לְ ן׃‬‮ יהֶ בִ בֹאו‮‬‭17‬ּאֲ ים‬‮וַיָּ רֹעִ  ‬‮הָ

שׁוּם ם‬‮וַיְגָרְ ה‬‮וַיָּקָ מֹשֶׁ ן‬‮ עָ קְ‬‮וַיּוֹשִׁ צֹאנָם׃‬‮וַיַּשְׁ ת־ בֹאנָה‬‮‬‭18אֶ  ל‬‮וַתָּ עוּאֵ ל־רְ ן‬‮אֶ יהֶ בִ ר‬‮אֲ יֹּאמֶ דּוּעַ‬‮וַ ן‬‮מַ תֶּ רְ הַ בֹּא‬‮מִ יּוֹם׃‬‮ ‬‮הַ
ן‭19‬ָ  רְ תֹּאמַ ישׁ‬‮וַ י‬‮אִ רִ צְ נוּ‬‮מִ ילָ צִּ יַּד‬‮הִ ים‬‮מִ רֹעִ  לֹה‬‮הָ ה‬‮וְגַם־דָּ לָ נוּ‬‮דָ קְ‬‮לָ צֹּאן׃‬‮וַיַּשְׁ  ת־הַ ‬‮אֶ

‭Shemot 2:16-19‬
‭16‬‭Now the priest of Midian had seven daughters.  They came to draw water, and filled the‬

‭troughs to water their father’s flock;‬‭17‬‭but shepherds came and drove them off.  Moses rose‬

‭1‬ ר‬‭Sarah’s‬‭name‬‭literally‬‭means‬‭“princess”‬‭(female‬‭form‬‭of‬‭“ ‬‮‬‭-‬‭prince”).שָׂ
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‭to their defense, and he watered their flock.‬ ‭18‬‭When they returned to their father Reuel, he‬

‭said, “How is it that you have come back so soon today?”‬ ‭19‬‭They answered, “An Egyptian‬

‭rescued us from the shepherds; he even drew water for us and watered the flock.”‬

‭When Moshe encounters Yitro’s daughters at the well, they go home and tell their father they‬

‭met an Egyptian man.  How did they know he was Egyptian?  It is not clear.  It might have been‬

‭his clothes, maybe the color or the stitching.  Maybe it was his sandals, almost worn through‬

‭from his journey across countries, that still showed something of their origin.‬

‭But it is also possible that, as he chased away the shepherds, yelling at them to leave the‬

‭young women alone, Yitro’s daughters heard—through his stutters—a thick Egyptian accent.‬

‭Because after all, even when he understands himself to be an Israelite, even after he has‬

‭endangered his life for his people, Moshe is still Bat Paroh’s son as much as he is his mother’s.‬

‭Her language, her accent, will never leave him.  And maybe, although the text does not tell us,‬

‭that was the same accent Moshe spoke with, some time later at Sinai, when he relayed the‬

‭word of God to the Jewish people.  Maybe that was what God was waiting for all this time: the‬

‭Yishmael who might have been, son of a freewoman and and slave, son of one mother from‬

‭Shem’s family and one from‬‭H‬‭am’s, who would give the Torah to the Jewish people in‬

‭Egyptian-accented Hebrew, ensuring that we would know, forever, that the Torah never‬

‭belonged, even in its first moments, to only one type of person.‬

‭The Yishmael who might have been, the child of two mothers, is lost to us.  But in choosing to‬

‭work together to save the child they both see as their son, Bat Paroh and Yokheved bring that‬

‭dream back to the Jewish story.  Together they‬‭raise a child who is neither entirely one thing‬

‭or another, who, perhaps because he has always been a man in-between, is uniquely‬

‭positioned to redeem a people, to help them traverse the no-man’s land between Egypt and‬

‭Canaan, and ultimately cross the boundaries between heaven and earth.‬
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