
On the cusp of the new year, the story our sages 
have us read is a curious one: the first-day Rosh 
Hashanah Torah reading is the story of Hagar 
and Ishmael. You may remember that after Sarah 
miraculously gives birth to Isaac, she demands that 
Abraham exile both Hagar and Ishmael, the son she 
bore Abraham. Some commentators defend Sarah’s 
demand; others question it. Regardless of the 
intention, Hagar and her son are both expelled from 
their home with no notice, despite years of dedication 
and service. Abraham sends them off with nothing 
more than some bread and a skin of water.
We might imagine the Torah leaving it at that, shifting 
the narrative back to Abraham, Sarah and Isaac. After 
all, that’s the “Jewish story.” Instead, it follows the 
non-Jews into the desert of Be’er Sheva. 
The meager rations soon exhausted, 
Hagar wails into the wilderness over her 
dying son — when, suddenly, an angel of 
God appears, revealing a well of water to 
ameliorate Ishmael’s suffering. Hagar’s 
wailing is answered. 
Why, we may ask, would our rabbis have 
us read this story on this day?
Our sages call Rosh Hashanah Yom 
haDin, literally, “Judgement Day.” On 
our day of judgement, we beg God to 
have compassion on us, to empathize 
with us, even as we acknowledge our 
failures. Like the haftarah of Jonah that 
bookends this story on Yom Kippur, the 
story of the suffering of Hagar and Ishmael opens 
our hearts to the possibility of compassion on behalf 
of people “outside our tribe”. Both the narrative and 
God walk with the non-Jews, the story drawing our 
attention to the fact that it is “our” God’s compassion 
that sustains them. If we desire God’s compassion, 
this narrative invites us, perhaps, to recognize 
God’s compassion for the people around us. God’s 
compassion, we’re taught, is not limited to any one 
people or land.
Nevertheless, while this story of Divine compassion 
is comforting, a troubling truth persists. Hagar and 
Ishmael only needed compassion because of the 
actions of Abraham and Sarah, our Jewish ancestors, 
who had no empathy for them. Even if it was 

justifiable to send mother and child away, surely it 
was immoral to exile them with such meager rations. 
In a book about our heroes, we are asked to look 
directly at those who suffer at their hands. It is a 
moment of moral reckoning.
Millions of Jews know, in our hearts, that we live 
today in a similar moment. The history of our 
precious Promised Land is, of course, complex. Easy 
answers to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remain 
elusive, and there’s plenty of blame to go around on 
both sides. Yet it’s hard to argue with the fact that, 
like Hagar and Ishmael, today’s Palestinians are 
often seen as exploitable and expendable enough 
to be subject to checkpoints and home demolitions, 
superfluous enough to be attacked by Jewish 

settlers with impunity – all while they 
appear barely any closer to self-rule  
and self-determination than they were  
50 years ago.
As Abraham and Sarah depended on 
Hagar’s service, the Israeli economy has 
benefited from Palestinian labor. But, 
like Hagar and Ishmael, Palestinians 
today remain in the political wilderness, 
dependent upon God’s compassion, 
in part because of Israeli policies. 
Where does that leave Jewish Israelis 
and supporters of Israel, morally 
and spiritually? Dare we beg God for 
forgiveness, when we refuse to repay the 
labor of today’s Hagars, when we  

so blithely ignore the ugly reality of daily life in the 
West Bank and Gaza?
As I mentioned before, the Torah tells us what 
happens to Hagar and Ishmael. But what happens 
to Abraham and Sarah? After the painful decision 
to banish those who once slept in the same 
encampment, what conversations are they having? 
What are they talking about at home?
At least according to the text, they’re not talking at all. 
In fact, after this moment, we never hear Sarah speak 
again. The next thing you hear about either of them 
is that Abraham makes a land deal with the Philistine 
king Avimelech. Abraham prays to God, and the family 
lives, in prosperity, among the Philistines. Sure, they’re 
outsiders, but they make a nice life for themselves.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. How do we find compassion and empathy for the stranger? Does this 

story help or hinder that work?
2. How can we reconcile the fact that people and institutions we respect 

and care about may contribute to the suffering of others?
3. Share a story about a time when you felt like Hagar? Or like Abraham?
4. How do we turn compassion and empathy into action steps? 

In other words, a happy ending. Or so it would seem.
The land deal, meanwhile, is sealed over a well, 
named Be’er Sheva. Remember, too, that Hagar 
and Ishmael were saved at a well in the wilderness 
— a wilderness called Be’er Sheva. Is it possible 
that Abraham and Sarah, Hagar and Ishmael, are 
neighbors? Is it possible that Abraham, Sarah  
and Isaac are now prospering in the very place where 
Ishmael and Hagar are living as exiles, in Be’er Sheva?
And is it possible that you and I live in a land, in a 
town, in relative comfort, while our neighbors suffer 
— sometimes because of actions we perpetrated 
or ignored? In the United States, do our Black and 
Brown neighbors live in fear of the same economic 
and criminal justice systems that 
keep white Jews safe? And, half 
a planet away, do millions of 
Palestinians live just over a wall 
from Israelis, shutout from financial 
opportunity and full political and 
human rights?
We would be lying if we said we 
claimed not to know the answers. 
They implicate all of us.
Despite our history as a 
persecuted people, Jews are dreamers. Sometimes 
we even realize those dreams, whether in a goldene 
medine or as an am chofshi b’artzeinu. The Israeli 
national anthem, after all, is Hatikva, “the hope.”  
Jews are in the hope business. 
But for white Jews in the United States, living in a 
land of prosperity while others live in a permanent 
racial underclass treats the dreams of Black and 
Brown Americans as expendable. And celebrating 
an Israeli annexation of the West Bank that would 
deprive its residents of equal rights and independent 
statehood destroys the hopes of millions of 
Palestinians. The realization of our dreams cannot 
be dependent on vanquishing the dreams of others. 

As lovers of Israel, we must work toward an end to 
the occupation and forge a peaceful solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict that both gurantees Israel’s 
future as a democratic homeland for the Jewish 
people, and guarantees the rights of Palestinians to 
freedom and independence as well. 
On Rosh Hashanah, the story of the heartbreak of 
Hagar and Ishmael calls us to have compassion for 
our neighbors. Of course, compassion is a commodity 
in short supply these days. Whether struggling to 
make our way in the world as Jews, or to make a 
living for our families, we are exhorted at every turn to 
talk tough, to fight hard, to look out for ourselves and 
our people. Jews are not immune to such messages. 

We come by our suspicion of the 
other honestly, and our hearts 
would do well to hold compassion, 
too, for those Jews whose 
beliefs don’t align with ours. Our 
world today, from the Beltway 
to the Knesset to Facebook, is 
characterized by harshness and 
rancor. Each day’s morning news 
brings the same message dressed 
up in different clothes: our world is 
too often guided by cruelty.

And, just in time, here comes Rosh Hashanah, and 
its first-day Torah reading, inviting us to unlock the 
gates of compassion, empathy and love. May we 
have compassion on Hagar and Ishmael, on Sarah 
and Abraham, both those of generations past and 
those of today. And, in doing so, may we invite God’s 
compassion upon ourselves and those we love.
Rabbi Michael Rothbaum is spiritual leader 
of Congregation Beth Elohim in Acton, 
Massachusetts. He serves on the advisory 
boards of the Jewish Alliance of Law and 
Social Action (JALSA) and the New England 
Jewish Labor Committee, and is a member of 
T’ruah: The Rabbinic Call for Human Rights.

We Have Power In Numbers: Learn More About J Street’s Electoral Work 
and Supported Candidates by Signing up to be a Member Here

Find more information here: donate.jstreetpac.org  •  To see what we’re doing, visit: www.mobilize.us/jstreet

And to stay connected during this time of social distancing, visit us on J Stream

https://donate.jstreetpac.org/candidate-directory/
https://donate.jstreetpac.org/candidate-directory/
https://donate.jstreetpac.org/
https://www.mobilize.us/jstreet/
https://jstreet.org/j-stream/#.X0_AXtNKhQI

