Abraham Visits Ishmael
Reuven Firestone, Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion

A Jewish Version of the Story
-(

Pirkey deRabbi Eli`ezer, Ch. 301
Gen.21 14So Abraham rose early in the
morning, and he took bread and a
waterskin, putting them on Hagar's
shoulder, with the boy, and he sent them
off. So she went out and wandered in the
wilderness of Beersheba…. And [Ishmael]
dwelt in the Wilderness of Paran, and his
mother took him a wife from the Land of
Egypt.
… And they walked through all the
wilderness until they came to the
wilderness of Paran. They found there
streams of water and they dwelt there, as it
is said, And he dwelt in the wilderness of
Paran (Gen.21:21). Ishmael sent and took
a wife from the daughters of Moav, and
`A'ishah [var. `A'ifa] is her name.
After three years, Abraham went to see
Ishmael his son, having sworn to Sarah that
he would not get off of his camel in the
place where Ishmael lived. He arrived there
at midday and found the wife of Ishmael
there. He said to her, "Where is Ishmael?"
She answered him, "He went with his
mother to bring fruit and dates from the
wilderness." He said to her, "Give me a
little bread and water, for I am terribly faint
from the journey through the desert." She
said to him, "I have no bread and no
water." He said to her, "When Ishmael
comes [home] tell him this story, 'the son
of a wise man is like half of a wise man,'
and tell him that an old man from the Land
of Canaan came to see you, and he said,
'Exchange the threshold of your house, for
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An English translation may be found in Gerald Friedlander, transl. Pirke De Rabbi Eliezer (NY: SepherHermon Press, 1981), p. 218.
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it is not good for you." When Ishmael came
in from the wilderness, she told him the
story, 'a son of a wise man is like half of a
wise man,' and Ishmael understood. His
mother then sent for a woman from her
father's house, and her name was Fatimah.
After three years, Abraham again went
to see is son Ishmael, having sworn to
Sarah as on the first occasion that he would
not get off his camel in the place where
Ishmael lived. He arrived there at midday
and found Ishmael's [new] wife. He said to
her, "Where is Ishmael?" She said to him,
"He and his mother went to graze the
camels in the wilderness." He said to her,
"Give me a little bread and water, for I am
terribly faint from the journey through the
desert. She brought out bread and water
and gave them to him. Abraham arose and
prayed before the Holy One, blessed be He
for his son, and Ishmael's house became
filled with all good things of the various
blessings. When Ishmael came [home], she
told him what had occurred and Ishmael
knew that his fathers love and compassion
for him remained, as it is said, Like a father
has compassion for his children
(Ps.103:13).
After the death of Sarah, Abraham
returned and took his divorced wife, as it is
said, And Abraham again took a wife and
her name is Qeturah (Gen.25:1). It says
again because she was his wife earlier, but
he did not continue to have relations with
her. Her name is Qeturah because she was
perfumed (mequteret) in all kinds of scents.
Another explanation: She is called Qeturah
because her deeds were beautiful like
incense. She gave birth to six sons for him,
and all of them were named after Ishmael,
as it is said, And she bare him Zimran,
Yokshan, Medan and Midian…
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An Islamic Version of the Story
A History of Prophets and Kings by
Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari (d.924).2
When Hagar died, Ishmael married a
Jurhumite woman [in the area of Mecca].
Abraham asked Sarah's leave to go to visit
Hagar, and Sarah permitted it, but she
made it conditional that he not settle down
there. Abraham set out –Hagar had already
died –to Ishmael's house. He said to
Ishmael's wife, "Where is your husband?"
She answered, "He is not here. He went
hunting." Ishmael would often leave the
Sanctuary to go hunting. Abraham asked,
"Do you have any accommodation? Do you
have any food or drink?" She answered, "I
have nothing at all." Abraham said, "When
your husband comes, give him greetings
and tell him to change the threshold of his
door."
Abraham left, and when Ishmael came
back he found the scent of his father. So he
said to his wife, "Did anyone come to
you?" She answered, "An old man of suchand-such description came to me" –as
though she were making light of him.
Ishmael said, "What did he say to you?"
She answered, "He told me, 'Give your
husband greetings and tell him to change
the threshold of his door.'" So he divorced
her and married another.
Abraham remained [at home] as long as
God willed, and then asked Sarah's leave to
visit Ishmael. She permitted him but made
it conditional that he not settle down there.
Abraham came to Ishmael's door and said
to his [new] wife, "Where is your
husband?" She answered, "He went hunting
but will return soon, God willing. So stay
and may God be merciful to you!" He
asked her, "Do you have any
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An English translation of this may be found in William Brinner, transl. The History of al-Tabari, Vol. 2
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1987), p. 77.
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accommodation? She answered, "Yes." He
said, "Do you have bread or wheat or
barely or dates?" She brought milk and
meat, and he prayed for blessing on both of
them. Had she brought bread or wheat or
dates or barely on that day, then [Mecca]
would have been the most plentifully
supplied with wheat and dates barley and
dates on earth. She said, "Stay so that I may
wash your head." But he would not stay, so
she brought him the maqam and placed it
on his right side. He set his foot on it and
the mark of his foot remained on it. She
then washed the right side of his head.
Then she moved the maqam to the left side
and washed the left side. He said to her,
"When your husband comes home, give
him greetings and say to him, 'The
threshold of your door is in good order.'"
When Ishmael came, he found the scent of
his father and said to his wife, "Did
someone come to you?" She answered,
"Yes, an old man, the most wonderful and
best-smelling man. He said to me suchand-such, and I answered such-and-such,
and I washed his head, and this is the mark
of his feet on the maqam. He asked, "What
did he say to you?" She answered, "He said
to me, 'When your husband comes, give
him greetings and tell him that the
threshold of your door is in good order.'"
Ishmael said, "That was Abraham."
Abraham stayed [home] as long as God
willed, and then God commanded him to
build the House (al-bayt)… . [Between the
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time that he said, Our Lord, I have settled some of
my progeny in an uncultivable valley near Your
Holy House (Q.14:37) and the time he said, Praise
be to God who has given me Ishmael and Isaac in
my old age (Q.14:39), there passed a number of
years that `Ata' did not memorize.]

Muhammad b. Sinaan related –
Ubaydallah b. Abd al-Majid Abu `Ali alHanafi –Ibrahaim b. Naafi` - Kathir b.
Kathir –Sa`id b. Jubayr –Ibn Abbas:
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Ishmael mending his arrows behind
Zamzam and said to him, "O Ishmael!
Your Lord has commanded me to build
Him a House." Ishmael replied, "Then obey
your Lord and do what He commanded you
to do." Then Abraham said, "He has
commanded that you assist me with it."
Ishmael responded, "Then I'll do it!." They
began together, Abraham doing the
building while Ishmael handed him the
stones, and both of them saying, O Lord!
Accept this from us, for You are the
Hearer, the Knower" (Q.2:127).
When the building had become tall and
the old man was too weak to lift the stones
so high, [Ishmael] came upon a stone that
was the Maqam Ibrahim. He began to give
it to him, while both were saying, Accept
this from us, for You are the Hearer, the
Knower (Q.2:127).
When Abraham had finished building
the House that God had commanded be
built, God commanded that he proclaim the
pilgrimage among humankind, saying to
him, And proclaim the pilgrimage unto
humankind. They will come to you on foot
and on every lean camel; they will come
from every deep ravine (Q.22:28).
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Motif Comparison Version
Pirkey deRabbi Eli`ezer, Ch. 30

A History of Prophets and Kings

1. … And they walked through all the
wilderness until they came to the
wilderness of Paran. They found there
streams of water and they dwelt there, as it
is said, And he dwelt in the wilderness of
Paran (Gen.21:21). Ishmael sent and took
a wife from the daughters of Moav, and
`A'ishah [var. `A'ifa] is her name.

1. When Hagar died, Ishmael married a
Jurhumite woman [in the area of Mecca].

2. After three years, Abraham went to see
Ishmael his son, having sworn to Sarah that
he would not get off of his camel in the
place where Ishmael lived.

2. Abraham asked Sarah's leave to go to
visit Hagar, and Sarah permitted it, but she
made it conditional that he not settle down
there.

3. He arrived there at midday and found the
wife of Ishmael there. He said to her,
"Where is Ishmael?" She answered him,
"He went with his mother to bring fruit and
dates from the wilderness."

3. Abraham set out –Hagar had already
died –to Ishmael's house. He said to
Ishmael's wife, "Where is your husband?"
She answered, "He is not here. He went
hunting." Ishmael would often leave the
Sanctuary to go hunting.

4. He said to her, "Give me a little bread
and water, for I am terribly faint from the
journey through the desert."
She said to him, "I have no bread and no
water." He said to her, "When Ishmael
comes [home] tell him this story, 'the son
of a wise man is like half of a wise man,'
and tell him that an old man from the Land
of Canaan came to see you, and he said,
'Exchange the threshold of your house, for
it is not good for you."

4. Abraham asked, "Do you have any
accommodation? Do you have any food or
drink?"
She answered, "I have nothing at all."
Abraham said, "When your husband comes,
give him greetings and tell him to change
the threshold of his door."

5. When Ishmael came in from the
wilderness, she told him the story, 'a son of
a wise man is like half of a wise man,' and
Ishmael understood. His mother then sent
for a woman from her father's house, and
her name was Fatimah.

5. Abraham left, and when Ishmael came
back he found the scent of his father. So he
said to his wife, "Did anyone come to you?"
She answered, "An old man of such-andsuch description came to me" –as though
she were making light of him. Ishmael said,
"What did he say to you?" She answered,
"He told me, 'Give your husband greetings
and tell him to change the threshold of his
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door.'" So he divorced her and married
another.
6. After three years, Abraham again went
to see is son Ishmael, having sworn to
Sarah as on the first occasion that he would
not get off his camel in the place where
Ishmael lived.

6. Abraham remained [at home] as long as
God willed, and then asked Sarah's leave to
visit Ishmael. She permitted him but made it
conditional that he not settle down there.

7. He arrived there at midday and found
Ishmael's [new] wife. He said to her,
"Where is Ishmael?" She said to him, "He
and his mother went to graze the camels in
the wilderness."

7. Abraham came to Ishmael's door and said
to his [new] wife, "Where is your husband?"
She answered, "He went hunting but will
return soon, God willing. So stay and may
God be merciful to you!"

8. He said to her, "Give me a little bread
and water, for I am terribly faint from the
journey through the desert. She brought out
bread and water and gave them to him.
Abraham arose and prayed before the Holy
One, blessed be He for his son, and
Ishmael's house became filled with all good
things of the various blessings.

8. He asked her, "Do you have any
accommodation? She answered, "Yes." He
said, "Do you have bread or wheat or barley
or dates?" She brought milk and meat, and
he prayed for blessing on both of them. Had
she brought bread or wheat or barely or
dates on that day, then [Mecca] would have
been the most plentifully supplied with
wheat and barley and dates on earth. She
said, "Stay so that I may wash your head."
But he would not stay, so she brought him
the maqam and placed it on his right side.
He set his foot on it and the mark of his foot
remained on it. She then washed the right
side of his head. Then she moved the
maqam to the left side and washed the left
side. He said to her, "When your husband
comes home, give him greetings and say to
him, 'The threshold of your door is in good
order.'"

9. When Ishmael came [home], she told
him what had occurred and Ishmael knew
that his fathers love and compassion for
him remained, as it is said, Like a father
has compassion for his children
(Ps.103:13).

9. When Ishmael came, he found the scent
of his father and said to his wife, "Did
someone come to you?" She answered,
"Yes, an old man, the most wonderful and
best-smelling man. He said to me such-andsuch, and I answered such-and-such, and I
washed his head, and this is the mark of his
feet on the maqam. He asked, "What did he
say to you?" She answered, "He said to me,
'When your husband comes, give him
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greetings and tell him that the threshold of
your door is in good order.'" Ishmael said,
"That was Abraham."
10. After the death of Sarah, Abraham
returned and took his divorced wife, as it is
said, And Abraham again took a wife and
her name is Qeturah (Gen.25:1). It says
again because she was his wife earlier, but
he did not continue to have relations with
her. Her name is Qeturah because she was
perfumed (mequteret) in all kinds of scents.
Another explanation: She is called Qeturah
because her deeds were beautiful like
incense. She gave birth to six sons for him,
and all of them were named after Ishmael,
as it is said, And she bare him Zimran,
Yokshan, Medan and Midian…
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10. Abraham stayed [home] as long as God
willed, and then God commanded him to
build the House (al-bayt)… . [Between the
time that he said, Our Lord, I have settled some of
my progeny in an uncultivable valley near Your Holy
House (Q.14:37) and the time he said, Praise be to
God who has given me Ishmael and Isaac in my old
age (Q.14:39), there passed a number of years that
`Ata' did not memorize.]

Muhammad b. Sinaan related –
Ubaydallah b. Abd al-Majid Abu `Ali alHanafi –Ibrahaim b. Naafi` - Kathir b.
Kathir –Sa`id b. Jubayr –Ibn Abbas:
He came –that is, Abraham –and found
Ishmael mending his arrows behind
Zamzam and said to him, "O Ishmael! Your
Lord has commanded me to build Him a
House." Ishmael replied, "Then obey your
Lord and do what He commanded you to
do." Then Abraham said, "He has
commanded that you assist me with it."
Ishmael responded, "Then I'll do it!" They
began together, Abraham doing the building
while Ishmael handed him the stones, and
both of them saying, O Lord! Accept this
from us, for You are the Hearer, the
Knower" (Q.2:127).
When the building had become tall and
the old man was too weak to lift the stones
so high, [Ishmael] came upon a stone that
was the Maqam Ibrahim. He began to give
it to him, while both were saying, Accept
this from us, for You are the Hearer, the
Knower (Q.2:127).
When Abraham had finished building the
House that God had commanded be built,
God commanded that he proclaim the
pilgrimage among humankind, saying to
him, And proclaim the pilgrimage unto
humankind. They will come to you on foot
and on every lean camel; they will come
from every deep ravine (Q.22:28).

Pirkey deRabbi Eli`ezer and A History of Prophets and Kings
Page 8

