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COVENANT & CONVERSATION

Estrangement between brothers does not have to

be permanent

Rabbi Sacks: On Judaism and Islam

Beneath the surface narrative of Hayei Sara, the sages uncovered a hidden story of reconciliation: Isaac
sought out Hagar, who returned as Abraham's wife Keturah, while Ishmael was reconciled with his father
through the kindness of his wife Fatimah—a name deliberately echoing Islamic tradition. This midrashic
reading, culminating in Isaac and Ishmael standing together at Abraham's burial, teaches that the
estrangement between the two brothers, and by extension between Judaism and Islam, need not be the
final word; separation was only the beginning of their story, not its end. Rabbi Sacks draws from this a
message of hope for mutual respect and friendship between the two faiths descended from

Abraham.

On Judaism and Islam

The language of the Torah is, in Erich Auerbach’s
famous phrase, “fraught with background.” Behind
the events that are openly told are shadowy stories
left for us to decipher. Hidden beneath the surface
of Parashat Hayei Sara, for example, is another
story, alluded to only in a series of hints. There are
three cluesin the text.

The first occurs when Abraham’s servant is
returning with the woman who is to become Isaac’s
wife. As Rebecca sees Isaac in the distance, we are
told that he is “coming from the way of Be’er-lahai-
ro’i” (24:62) to meditate in the field. The placement is
surprising. Thus far we have situated the patriarchal
family at Beersheva, to which Abraham returns
after the binding of Isaac, and Hebron, where Sarah
dies and is buried. What is this third location, Be’er-
lahai-ro’i, and what is its significance?

The second is the extraordinary final stage of
Abraham’s life. For chapter after chapter we read of
the love and faithfulness Abraham and Sarah had
for one another. Together they embarked on a long
journey to an unknown destination. Together, they

stood against the idolatry of their time. Twice,
Sarah saved Abraham’s life by pretending to be his
sister. They hoped and prayed for a child and
endured the long years of childlessness until Isaac
was born. Then Sarah’s life draws to a close. She
dies. Abraham mourns and weeps for her and buys a
cave in which she is buried, and he is to be buried
beside her. We then expect to read that Abraham
lived out the rest of his years alone before being
placed beside “Sarah his wife” (25:10) in the “Cave of
Makhpelah” (25:9).

Unexpectedly, however, once Isaac is married,
Abraham marries a woman named Keturah and has
six children by her. We are told nothing else about
this woman, and the significance of the episode is
unclear. The Torah does not include mere incidental
details. We have no idea, for example, what
Abraham looked like. We do not even know the
name of the servant he sent to find a wife for Isaac.
Tradition tells us that it was Eliezer, but the Torah
itself does not. What then is the significance of
Abraham’s second marriage and how is it related to
the rest of the narrative?
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The third clue to the hidden story is revealed in
the Torah’s description of Abraham’s death:

And Abraham expired, and died in a good old age,
an old man, and full of years, and was gathered to
his people. Isaac and Ishmael his sons buried him in
the Cave of Makhpelah, in the field of Ephron the
son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Mamre, the
field which Abraham purchased of the children of
Het. There was Abraham buried, and Sarah his wife.
(25:8-10)

Ishmael’s presence at the funeral is surprising.
After all, he had been sent away into the desert years
before, when Isaac was young. Until now, we have
assumed that the two half-brothers have lived in
total isolation from one another. Yet the Torah
places them together at the funeral without a word
of explanation.

The sages pieced together these three puzzling
details to form an enthralling story.

First, they point out that Be’er-lahai-ro’i, the
place from which Isaac was coming when Rebecca
saw him, is mentioned once before in Genesis
(16:14): It is the spot where Hagar, pregnant and
fleeing from Sarah, encountered an angel who told
her to return. It is indeed she who gives the place its
name, meaning “the well of the Living One who sees
me” (16:14). The midrash thus says that Isaac went to
Be’er-lahai-ro’i in search of Hagar. When Isaac
heard that his father was seeking a wife for him, he
said, “Shall I be married while my father lives
alone? I will go and return Hagar to him.”

Hence the sages’ answer to the second question:
who was Keturah? She was, they said, none other
than Hagar herself. It is not unusual for people in
the Torah to have more than one name: Jethro,
Moses’s father-in-law, had seven. Hagar was called
Keturah because “her acts gave forth fragrance like
incense (ketoret).”

This indeed integrates Abraham’s second
marriage as an essential component of the
narrative. Hagar did not end her days as an outcast.
She returned, at Isaac’s prompting and with
Abraham’s consent, to become the wife of her
former master.
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This also changes the painful story of the
banishment of Ishmael. We know that Abraham did
not want to send him away - Sarah’s demand was
“very grievous in Abraham’s sight on account of his
son” (21:11). Nonetheless, God told Abraham to
listen to his wife. There is, however, an
extraordinary midrash, in Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer,
which tells of how Abraham twice visited his son.
On the first occasion, Ishmael was not at home. His
wife, not knowing Abraham’s identity, refused the
stranger bread and water. Ishmael, continues the
midrash, divorced her and married a woman named
Fatimah. This time, when Abraham visited, again
not disclosing his identity, the woman gave him
food and drink. The midrash then says “Abraham
stood and prayed before the Holy One, blessed be He,
and Ishmael’s house became filled with all good
things. When Ishmael returned, his wife told him
about it, and Ishmael knew that his father still loved
him.”

Father and son were reconciled.

The name of Ishmael’s second wife, Fatimah, is
highly significant. In the Koran, Fatimah is the
daughter of Mohammad. Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer is
an eighth-century work, and it is here making an
explicit, and positive, reference to Islam.

The hidden story of Hayei Sara has immense
consequence for our time. Jews and Muslims both
trace their descent from Abraham - Jews through
Isaac, Muslims through Ishmael. The fact that both
sons stood together at their father’s funeral tells us
that they too were reunited.

Beneath the surface of the narrative in Hayei
Sara, the sages read the clues and pieced together a
moving story of reconciliation between Abraham
and Hagar on the one hand, Isaac and Ishmael on
the other. Yes, there was conflict and separation;
but that was the beginning, not the end. Between
Judaism and Islam there can be friendship and
mutual respect. Abraham loved both his sons, and
was laid to rest by both. There is hope for the future
in this story of the past.
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