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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24)

Essay 18. Sending away Ishmael

“She said to Abraham, ‘Cast out that slave-woman and her son, for the son of that slave-
woman shall not inherit with my son Isaac.” The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it
concerned a son of his. But G-d said to Abraham, ‘Do not be distressed over the boy or your slave-
woman; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says, for it is through Isaac that your offspring shall
be named.” ” — Gen. 21:10-12
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Regarding the verse, “Cast out that maidservant and her son, for the son of that
maidservant shall not inherit,” etc. We need to check the reason that is given, “for the son of
that maidservant shall not inherit” etc., for was Sarah so greedy for the money? Also, the
commentators question that even if he would send him away not, how would it benefit him,
for when Abraham would die, wouldn’t he return to claim his inheritance? Also, what is this,
“The matter distressed Abraham greatly,” and what is this “for it is through Isaac that your
offspring shall be named”?
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This can be understood from the dispute between Geonim no the matter of one who
impregnates his slave: if the child born from her is a slave or a free man. The Rif, in chapter 4
of Yevamot, is uncertain, and so is inclined to be strict in all matters of prohibitions, and for
monetary matters, he holds that [the child] does not inherit, because one who wants to take

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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away from his friend must bring proof. As there is halachic uncertainty if the child is considered
a legal son, he cannot claim a portion of the estate.

The Rambam ruled in the 10" chapter of the Laws of Divorce (halacha 19), and in the
9th chapter of the Laws of Slaves (halacha 1) that the child is a slave. However, in the 4t
chapter of the Laws of Inheritances (halacha 6), he wrote that if the father is a Torah scholar,
or a respectable figure, and he treats [the child] like a son, then the child from his slave-
woman inherits from him.

The Rav Ha-Maggid' expounds at length there and brings the opinion of the Rif, and
writes that the reason of the Rambam in this case of inheritance is because the Torah gave
permission for the father to provide an inheritance, etc., and see there.
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Now we’ll come to an understanding of the verses, that the intent of Sarah was that
Ishmael and his sons would not merit in the inheritance of the Land, that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, had already promised to Abraham, “To your offspring I will give this Land.”?
Because of this, she said to him, “Cast out that slave-woman and her son,” according to the
opinion of the Rif, who is inclined to be strict in all matters of prohibitions, and in the matter
of money he holds that one who wants to take away from his friend must bring proof. When
this evidence would be known in the world, that Abraham sent him away from his house, it
would be impossible for Ishmael to come after Abraham died to claim a portion of his
inheritance. However, “The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it concerned a son of
his,” for if he would send him away, he would no longer be considered his son.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to leave room for the above dispute of the
halachic authorities, of blessed memory, that these words of the ruling of the Rif and these
words of the ruling of the Rambam are both words of the Living G-d.> Thus, He did not say,
“do not be distressed over your son or your slave-woman,” or “over your slave woman or her

! Vidal de Toulouse, 14™ Century Spanish rabbi, author of the Maggid Mishneh, a commentary on the Rambam’s
Mishneh Torah.

2 Gen. 15:18.

3 Eruvin 13b, said about a dispute in which either view can be viewed as valid and true.
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son,” rather said simply, “over the boy or your slave-woman.” G-d is essentially telling
Abraham, “Even though according to the opinion of the Rambam, it would be possible for
[Ishmael] to inherit with Isaac, nevertheless, Sarah saw by Divine inspiration that I want
that ‘through Isaac’ specifically ‘that your offspring shall be named,” with regard to the
inheritance of the Land and not Ishmael.” This was like a temporary edict issued in
extraordinary circumstances, even though the edict may not be representative of the general
halacha.* Therefore, [the edict] came by Divine inspiration.
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This is what [the rabbis] of blessed memory in tractate Megillah said regarding G-d’s
command to Abraham, “whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says,” because of the Divine
inspiration in her,> which is that “it is through Isaac that your offspring shall be named,”
and not through other children that you have. I.c., the Gemara does not interpret “do whatever
Sarah tells you” as a blanket command to Abraham to always listen to his wife, but to certainly
listen to her in this instance, where she was speaking through Divine inspiration, even though she
was giving a temporary edict that did not necessarily represent normative halacha.

See above in the preceding parasha, Lech Lecha, Essay 22, on the verse, “Then Sarai
treated her harshly, and she ran away from her.”®

4 For example: Mishnah Parah 7:6, 7:7; Yerushalmi Horayot 1:8; Pesachim 82b; Yoma 69b; Yevamot 35a; Ketubot
15a, 15b; Sanhedrin 78b, 80b; Avodah Zarah 24b; Horayot 6a; Zevachim 108b, 119b; Menachot 50b; Temurah 15b.
5> Megillah 14a. Le., the Gemara does not interpret “do whatever Sarah tells you” to have been a blanket command
to Abraham to always listen to his wife, but to certainly listen to her in this instance, where she was speaking through
Divine inspiration, even though she was giving a temporary edict that did not necessarily represent normative halacha.
% Gen. 16:6.



