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  The Inheritance of Avraham 
Adapted from a Chumash Rashi shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Vayeira 5773 

ת.נ.צ.ב.ה. ז"ל בת הרב נטע אריה שרה ע"ה האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה  נ"לע  

In parshas Vayeira the psukim say, ( י-טבראשית כא,  ) “  .מצחק לאברהם ילדה אשר יתהמצר הגר בן את שרה ותרא

יצחק עם בני עם הזאת האמה בן יירש לא כי בנה ואת הזאת האמה גרש לאברהם ותאמר , And Sarah saw the 

son of Hagar the Egyptian whom she had borne to Avraham playing. And she said to Avraham, drive away 

this maidservant and her son, for the son of this maidservant shall not inherit with my son, with Yitzchak.” 

Rashi comments, “  עריות גילוי לשון חראבר ד. 'לצחק ויקומו' (, ולב שמות)' שנא כמו בודת אליליםע לשון - מצחק

 וישחקו הנערים נא יקומו' (, ידב במואל ש) דתימא כמה רציחה לשון חראבר ד. בי לצחק )בראשית לט, ז( דתימא כמה

'וגו 'לפנינו , Playing – a phrase connoting idolatry as it says [regarding the sin of the Golden Calf[, ‘they arose 

to play’. Another explanation, a phrase that connotes immorality, as it says [regarding the wife of 

Potiphar] ‘to play with me’. Another explanation, a phrase that connotes murder, as it says [regarding the 

conflict between the kingdom of Yehudah and the kingdom of Yisrael], ‘the youths shall now arise and 

‘play’ before us’. 

Rashi on the next possuk comments, “  אתה בני עם הזאת האמה בן יירש לא כי שרה מתשובת - 'וגו בני עם

מה כ חצים בו ויורה קשתו ונוטל בשדה ויוצאים שנים פי ונוטל בכור אני ואומר הירושה על יצחק עם מריב שהיה למד

אני משחק הלא ואמר' וגו זקים היורה כמתלהלה (יט-, יחכו משלי) מראאת ד , With my son…- from Sarah’s response 

that ‘the son of this maidservant shall not inherit with my son’ you learn that he [Yishmael] was fighting 

with Yitzchak regarding their inheritance, and he would tell him, I am the firstborn and I shall take a double 

portion, and they would go into the field and he would take his bow and shoot arrows at him, as the 

possuk says, ‘as one who tires himself shooting arrows… and says ‘Am I not only joking?’” 

Conflicting Opinions 
The Ramban asks that Rashi seems to be citing two seemingly unrelated and conflicting explanations of 

the possuk, as the Tosefta (סוטה ו, ג), which is the source of these comments, quotes two opinions, with 

one opinion saying that ‘משחק’ refers to the three cardinal sins, murder, immorality and idolatry, and a 

second opinion that says, based on the possuk in Mishlei, that it refers to a conflict about inheritance. 

How could Rashi cite both opinions without noting that they do not agree with each other?Q1   

The Son of Avraham 
The wording of the possuk also requires explanation, as the words, “  לאברהם ילדה אשר המצרית הגר בן

 the son of Hagar the Egyptian whom she had borne to Avraham, playing.” It would seem ,מצחק

unnecessary for the possuk to mention that Yishmael was the son of Avraham, as this already well 

documented beforehand.Q2  

With My Son 
Additionally, the title of Rashi’s comment on the second possuk, which tells us that there was a dispute 

regarding the inheritance, seems to be inaccurate, as it should have been “כי לא יירש, for he will not 

inherit,” which is the topic which is discussed by Rashi and not “עם בני, with my son,” which is not as 

relevant to what is discussed in the comment.Q3  
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Sarah Was Bothered About the Inheritance 
Lastly, a very fundamental question remains. According to Rashi, who seems to be of the opinion that 

Yishmael was engaging in terrible sins as well as in contesting the inheritance, why did Sarah Imeinu 

choose to speak out about the fight over the inheritance? Was the fact that Yishmael was transgressing 

very serious sins as a member of Avraham Avinu’s household not a sufficient reason for him to be sent 

away?Q4  

Bridge Between the Categories 
In order to answer out questions we must first gain a better understanding of who Yishmael was and why 

he behaved the way he did. The Sfas Emes (תר"נ ד"ה בפסוק וירא) writes that it is common knowledge that all 

of creation can be divided into four categories, ‘דומם, inanimate objects’, such as rocks, ‘צומח, plant life’, 

 human beings [who have the ability to speak]’, . He explains ,מדבר‘ living beings’ such as animals, and ,חי‘

that in between each level, there are additional creations that bridge between the categories, such as 

fungi, which bridge between דומם and צומח, the Adnei Hasadeh, a creature mentioned in the Mishnah 

 which draws its sustenance from a cord attached to the ground, which bridges between plants (כלאים ח, ה)

and animals, and monkeys which bridge between חי and מדבר. The Sfas Emes adds that there is another 

category of creation known as ‘אדם, man’, which refers to Klal Yisrael, as Chazal tell us, (.יבמות סא) “ אתם

 there is אדם and מדבר you [Klal Yisrael] are called Man,” and that in between the category of ,קרוים אדם

Yishmael and his descendants, as they share some spiritual qualities with the Jewish people, and some 

with the other nations of the world. For this reason the possuk ( טז, יבבראשית  ) says about Yishmael, “  והוא

בו כל ויד בכל ידו אדם פרא יהיה , He will be a wild man, his hand will be upon all and all will have their hand 

upon him,” as he is both ‘wild’ and ‘Man’, and his ‘hand is upon everyone…’ because he is mixed in with 

both categories of humanity and shares properties with both. 

This unique nature of Yishmael explains why we find that he behaved in ways that are diametrically 

opposed to each other. On the one hand we find that the possuk (בראשית טז, טז) mentions that Yishmael 

was thirteen years old at the time of his circumcision, and Rashi explains that the possuk is coming, 

“ עכב ולא כשנימול שנה ג"י בן' שהי להודיע נכתב ישמעאל של לשבחו , in praise of Yishmael, to inform us that 

he was thirteen years old when he was circumcised and he did not resist.” On the other hand, the possuk 

in our parshah tells us that Yishmael transgressed the three cardinal sins, which is not befitting for 

someone who the Torah considers praiseworthy!  

In anyone else the wickedness of such a wanton sinner would have forced observers to conclude that his 

righteousness could not be an inherent elements of his nature, and that he must have had an ulterior 

motive in letting himself be circumcised. Nevertheless we see that this was not the case with Yishmael, as 

the Torah praised him for his circumcision, and this indicates that he did it with pure intentions. Yishmael 

was different because he straddled the line between Yid and Goy, meaning that although he was 

essentially wicked he also managed to garner righteousness from his Yiddishe side, and was therefore able 

to be both righteous and wicked at the same time.  

The Son of Both Hagar and Avraham 
According to this we can also explain that when the possuk said that Yishmael was the son of Hagar the 

Egyptian whom she had borne to Avraham, it was coming to emphasize that Yishmael was the son of 

Hagar, with all of the sinful traits of the nations of the world, and at the same time he was also the son of 

Avraham, from whom he had inherited tremendous spiritual abilities.A2 
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  יש חוק 
In this aspect Yishmael, whose behavior spanned the spectrum from good to bad was the exact opposite 

of Yitzchak, who lived his life according to the middah of ‘דין’ the attribute of justice, in constant 

recognition of what was permitted and what was not. This attribute is hinted to in the name ‘יצחק’, which 

is often spelled in psukim (such as ירמיה לג, ו) as ‘ישחק’ which is an acrostic for ‘יש חוק, there are rules’.  

Spiritual Inheritance 
If we assume that Rashi understood that the conflict over the inheritance was not focused primarily on 

the monetary estate of Avraham, but rather on who would become the spiritual leader and continue 

Avraham’s spiritual legacy after his passing, and we take into consideration our understanding of 

Yishmael’s spiritual makeup, we can now explain why Sarah Imeinu felt prompted to speak out specifically 

about the fact that Yishmael was attempting to lay his hands on the inheritance. Just as Yishmael did not 

see any issue with his sinful behavior in his personal life, he also did not see it as something that would 

disqualify him from functioning as Avraham Avinu’s successor. This was something that Sarah Imeinu 

could not bear to contemplate, as she understood that although Yishmael was a tremendous Baal Maalah 

in certain ways, nevertheless it would be totally inappropriate for him to continue the spiritual legacy that 

she and Avraham had devoted their lives to.A4  

Living Contradiction 
With this we can also now explain that Rashi understood that the two opinions cited in the Tosefta to 

explain the word ‘מצחק’ were not contradictory at all, and that together they brought out the living 

contradiction of Yishmael’s behavior, who was able to be so sinful and at the same time claim that he was 

entitled and qualified to be Avraham’s successor!A1  

Someone who was to consider, which one of Avraham’s sons would be worthy of continuing his legacy, 

would obviously choose Yitzchak, as of the two sons, he was the one understood that together with 

accomplishing positive actions, he also needed to control his animalistic side and serve Hashem both 

through what he did, and what he refrained from doing. From the fact that Yishmael even considered 

himself a viable candidate reflects the profound spiritual confusion that he suffered from, as he did not 

see how ridiculous it would be for someone who wantonly transgressed the three cardinal sins to be the 

spiritual leader of the world whose duty it was to spread G-d’s message to the masses.  

With My Son 
As this was the crux of the issue that Sarah Imeinu had with Yishmael’s claim we can understand why 

Rashi discussed Yishmael’s claim to the inheritance in a comment under the title of “עם בני, with my son.” 

The fact that Yishmael was so sinful was certainly problematic in the eyes of Sarah, but when she 

recognized that he, himself, saw no issue with the sins he was committing and on the contrary he still 

considered himself an equal with Yitzchak, then she had to speak out and protest Yishmael’s claim to 

consider himself “עם בני, with my son,” i.e. equal to Yitzchak, which reflected a much more serious issue 

than the sins themselves.A3  

Worse Than an Ordinary Rashah 
The Beis Yisrael of Gur explained that an ordinary Rashah is in a better spiritual standing than someone 

plagued with Yishmael’s dualism, as he stands more of a chance of recognizing the errors of his ways and 

ultimately succeeding in changing them, whereas someone like Yishmael who does both righteous and 
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evil acts concomitantly, is much less likely to change because he lacks the fundamental understanding 

that he is doing something wrong. The ordinary sinner is often disgusted by his wrongful way but may feel 

powerless to overcome his evil inclinations, and as such there is hope that he will one day find the strength 

to change. Not so the ‘Yishmael sinner’, as the good in his actions blinds him from seeing the extent of his 

own wickedness, vastly diminishing his propensity to seek self-improvement.  

In Our Times 
The message that we must learn from our parshah is very relevant in our times as well. We must 

appreciate and internalize the preposterousness of Yishmael’s approach and heed Sarah Imeinu’s 

instruction of, “ בנה ואת הזאת האמה גרש , drive away this maidservant and her son!” We must examine 

our actions to make sure that we are not following in Yishmael’s ways of allowing ourselves to engage in 

behavior that is in essence contradictory to our identities as descendants of Avraham, Yitzchak and 

Yaakov.  

This certainly applies to places that we are sometimes tempted to visit that are totally inappropriate and 

contradictory to the values of someone who prides himself as a Ben-Torah, or engaging in activities that 

a Chassidishe Neshamah should feel disgusted by. It truth however, one must not even look for extreme 

examples, as it also applies to overly indulging in lavish foods, or dressing our children in extravagant 

designer clothing, that are designed by people who are very far from the smallest hint of Kedushah.  

We must ask ourselves the question, in the words of Eliyahu Hanavi, (מלכים א יח, כא) “ פוסחים  עד מתי אתם

אחריו לכו הבעל ואם אחריו לכו האלהים אם ה' על שתי הסעיפים , how long will you jump between two ideals? 

If Hashem is G-d, go after Him, and if the Baal [is who you believe in] go after him,” and then make the 

firm decision that since we consider ourselves to be Chasidim and Ehrlicher Yidden we will embrace our 

identity wholeheartedly, and endeavor to makes sure that our behavior is in line with who we are and 

what we aspire to be.  

Through doing our utmost to drive out the impurity of Yishmael from our hearts and our homes may we 

merit raising children and grandchildren who go in the ways of our forefathers, amen, KY”R.  
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