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How old was Ishmael on the day of the mishteh gadol—the great feast— 
that Abraham and Sarah made to celebrate the weaning of Isaac from 

his mother’s ancient breast? Scripture doesn’t give his age in so many words, 
but the math seems—at least at first blush—to be simple enough for any 
reader to do on his or her own. Abraham, for example, is explicitly said to 
have been 86 years old when Ishmael was born.1 In the space between one 
chapter and the next, Abraham ages 13 years and is, therefore, 99 years old 
when God commands him to circumcise himself, his son and the male mem
bers of his household; indeed, Scripture returns to his age a second time at 
the end of Genesis 17 not only to reiterate how old Abraham was at this criti
cal juncture, but also to add (as though this were not obvious) that Ishmael 
was 13 years old when “he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin.”2 

Ishmael would have been, therefore, 14 years old the next year when baby 
Isaac was born to his 100-year-old father and nonagenarian mother.3 Time 
apparently passed as quickly back then as it does today when a newborn 
comes home: no sooner do we hear Sarah enthusing about her remarkable 
rejuvenation then Scripture reports that “the child grew up and was 
weaned.” Whether Isaac was weaned at 24 months, as Rashi has it, or not, 
years must be presumed to have passed between verses 7 and 8 of Genesis 
21.4 And therefore, even without a precise Scriptural reference, we can pre
sume that Ishmael must have been 16 or even 17 on the day of the great 
feast, certainly old enough to render feasible any of Rashi’s suggestions about 
what precisely it was he fell to doing on that fateful day to irritate his step
mother so intensely.5 The suggestion of the darshan that Ishmael was 27 
when his brother was weaned may be explained (or rather, explained away) as 
a kind of slightly absurd corollary of a different midrashic tradition, but surely 
the simple meaning of the text requires that Ishmael be at least a teenager 
when he is banished from his father’s home and sent off to meet his fate in 
the desert.6
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How surprising it is, therefore, when we read the actual story of his and 
his mother’s banishment to the wilderness. The story is well known—not 
least so because it is the scriptural reading for the first day o f Rosh 
Hashanah—but the detail that is most surprising is glossed over without even 
a nod from the biblical narrator: Ishmael, for all Scripture has prepared us to 
see him as a strapping adolescent, is depicted not as a teenager at all, but as a 
baby. When Abraham, bowing to God’s endorsement of Sarah’s heartless 
wish that he banish the competition to what could very well be death by 
exposure, sends Hagar off into the desert the very next morning, she carries 
her boy along with the meager supplies—bread and water—that Abraham 
gives her.7 When the water runs out, she puts her son under a bush—Scrip
ture says that she flings him into position there—and sits herself afar off with 
the intention of sparing herself the pain of watching her only child die of 
thirst.8 The boy, for his part, responds to his situation by bursting into tears 
and sobbing so violently that God in heaven hears him and is moved to reas
sure Hagar that all will yet be well. She is, God’s angel says, to get up, lift up 
her son and take his hand in hers.9 Whether she does this is not recorded in 
Scripture. I think we are supposed to assume she does. In any event, her 
dilemma is immediately solved. God opens her eyes, she sees a well that 
either hadn’t been there previously or which she hadn’t had the x-ray vision 
to see hidden beneath the desert sands, she fills up her canteen with water 
and she gives her boy a drink.

That the boy in this part of the story is a baby is obvious. His mother car
ries him on her back when they leave Abraham’s camp. He stays put and 
wails when his mother pitches him under a bush so that he might enjoy a bit 
of shade before he dies of dehydration. His mother responds to the sound of 
an angel calling out her name by lifting her son up with one hand while she 
holds him steady with the other. While giving him water to drink, she sud
denly, miraculously, discovers a well where she had just a moment earlier 
thought there not to be one. She then, presumably, carries him off into the 
wilderness to make a new life for herself and for him. Later on, Scripture 
assures us, Ishmael becomes an expert bowman, moves to the Wilderness of 
Par an and marries a nice Egyptian girl his mother picks out for him.10

The story is entirely cogent as told, but it fails utterly to take into account 
the seemingly intractable fact that Ishmael is not a baby at all at this point in 
the story, but an adolescent of at least 16 years of age. One solution might 
simply be to assert, blithely, that two different versions of the story underlie 
the narrative: one in which Ishmael is a baby and the other in which he is an 
adolescent when finally banished from his father’s house. Other than the 
problem with Ishmael’s age, however, there is no evidence for those two ver
sions existing. At any rate, the problem I wish to discuss here has to do with 
the text as it actually has come down to us. Can the final editors of Scripture 
have overlooked such an obvious problem in the narrative? And, more to the 
p oin t, what precisely did they  expect us, the readers, to make of such a p ecu 
liar feature of the story as told?
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I have an answer to that question I would like to suggest, but first I would 
like to point out that there are any number of other stories in Scripture in 
which biblical personalities are portrayed as being of two ages at the same time.

The end of Genesis 11, for example, indicates that Terah, Abraham’s 
father, was 205 years old when he died in Haran.11 Since he was 70 when his 
boys were born, that would appear to indicate that Abraham and Nahor 
would have to have been 135 years old at the time of their father’s death.12 
(Haran, the third brother, is specifically said to have died before Terah, 
although Scripture doesn’t say precisely how long before.)13 At any rate, the 
way the narrative flows, Abraham is bom, marries Sarai, goes along with his 
father, wife and nephew to Haran and then suffers to the loss of his father in 
that place.14 Yet in the very next chapter of Scripture, the twelfth chapter of 
Genesis, Abraham is specifically said to have been 75 years old when he left 
Haran.15 And the rest of the stories about Abraham do indeed presuppose 
that he was 75 when he left Haran for Canaan: a decade later, when Scripture 
specifically notes that Abram had spent ten years in the land without produc
ing an heir, Sarah lights on the idea of sending in the maid to bear her master 
a child, which number accords perfectly with Abraham being 86 when Ish
mael is born, 99 when he and his son are circumcised and 100 years of age 
when Isaac is finally born.16 Now, the commentators all see the problem and 
all scramble, somehow, to fix it. Rashi, for example, simply asserts that Abra
ham left Haran before his father’s death—more than 60 years before, to be 
exact—and that there is, therefore, no problem with the numbers, only with 
the sequential flow of the narrative.17 One way or the other, this principle— 
that we do not presume that the apparent sequential flow of events narrated 
one after the other within the text of Scripture mirrors historical reality— 
underlies all the traditional approaches to the problem. 18But what if we were 
to suppose that what is afoot here is not so much a problem with the sequen
tial ordering of the narrative, but simply another instance of a biblical author 
not having any difficulty with a character in the story being of two ages at the 
same time: Abraham being both an old and an ancient man in this story, just 
as Ishmael was both a baby and boy in the other?

Perhaps the best known instance of this phenomenon has to do with 
Isaac, Abraham’s other son. We hear of him being weaned—the event in 
honor of which Abraham and Sarah make the famous mishteh jjadol that 
occasions Ishmael and his mother’s banishment to the desert—then nothing 
more regarding anything that might have befallen him during the “many 
days” Abraham lived among the Philistines.19 Just how long did Abraham 
live among the Philistines? Rashi tries to organize all the numbers and comes 
up with the idea that the “many days” were actually 26 years.20 That would 
suggest, although not absolutely require, that Isaac was about 28 or 29 at the 
time of the ,akedah on Mount Moriah, which would accord well with the 
way the story segues neatly into the story of Sarah’s death at 127 years of 
age.21 Indeed, the numbers work together well: if Sarah was 127 when she 
died and 90 when Isaac was born, then he would have been 37 years of age
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when she died. If the way the chapters are juxtaposed implies that her death 
followed the episode at Moriah by a few years—not such a ,great jump from 
Rashi’s aggadic suggestion that she died immediately upon hearing the news 
of her son’s deliverance from what would otherwise have been death at his 
father’s hand—then it works well to imagine Isaac being 30 or just under 30 
when his father tried to offer him up as a sacrifice to God, then 37 when his 
mother died.22 The only problem, of course, is that Isaac is described as a lit
tle boy, not a 30-year־old man, in the story of his near-sacrifice. He is passive, 
trusting, utterly cooperative and absolutely unsuspecting throughout the nar
rative, more like a child than a grown man. Moreover, he is called nacar in 
the story, a word used in Scripture for baby Moses and for Samuel when he 
entered the divine service while still young enough to wear a boy-sized cloak 
so tiny as to make its size worth mentioning.23 Like his half-brother, he is 
depicted in his starring role as existing, somehow, at two ages at once: he is a 
litde boy trustingly following his father to Moriah and a grown man at the 
same time.

This phenomenon shows up in other places as well. Isaac was 40 when he 
married and 60 when his sons were born.24 If Esau was 40 when he married 
his Hittite wives, then Isaac would have been 100 years old when Esau mar
ried, eight decades before his eventual death at 180.25 Now Scripture can 
support all of that, but the portrait of Jacob that emerges is an odd one: he 
would have been 120 years old when his father died, yet he is depicted in the 
stories that immediately precede the notice of Isaac’s death as a young man 
capable of walking from Iraq to Canaan, who has just fathered a dozen chil
dren, who has the ability to wresde with divine beings—and to prevail—not 
for minutes, but for long hours of struggle. In its own way, this is mirrored 
by the portrait of Moses, a man specifically said to have been 80 years of age 
at the time of the Exodus, yet who is depicted not as an old man, but as a 
new bridegroom and as a father of babies.

Some of these details can be explained away. Indeed, Scripture itself scru
ples to note in Moses’ death notice that he retained some degree of youthful 
stamina until the very end of his days, but the reader is left to wonder if this 
passage is an innocent compliment or a kind of inner-biblical midrash 
designed to explain how, precisely, young Moses has suddenly turned into an 
octogenarian without, however, losing any of his vigor.26

As I suggested above, it would be simple to avoid all these problems by 
positing that the final editors of Scripture availed themselves of a genealogical 
source and then fit the numbers derived from that source into a pre-existent 
narrative. That would solve the problem entirely, but it would fail to address 
the larger, far more vexing, problem of what the text as it was actually 
bequeathed to us by its final framers is intended to suggest to latter-day read
ers. Are these simply examples of the kind of errors of consistency modern 
publishers exercise themselves so valiantiy to avoid? Or were the ancients 
merely so little fixed on the issue of inner-textual consistency so as not really 
to care about slight discrepancies that might have crept into the body of the
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narrative for one reason or another? Both are plausible explanations, but nei
ther approach sounds particularly convincing, especially given the high level 
of sophistication in story-telling and narrative art evidenced throughout the 
biblical text and, I think, especially in the Torah. When Rashi suggests that 
Rebecca was a child of three when she married Isaac (and, presumably, when 
her father and brother sought her approval for the match), it seems more 
than just a bit far-fetched at first, then at least marginally less so as we con
sider the larger narrative in terms of all these other biblical personalities who 
somehow managed to be two ages at the same time.27

That being the case, I think the phenomenon of biblical personalities 
being portrayed as being two ages at the same time is neither error nor acci
dent, but rather the natural outgrowth of a view of aging that is sufficiently 
different from the one we consider self-evident in our modern world to make 
the text strike us as flawed and inconsistent.

In our world, we tend to think of aging as an unwanted (if ineluctable) 
feature of human life, as an unavoidable fate to be staved off as best as possi
ble for as long as anyone can, as a degenerative process inflicted on us against 
our collective human will by, depending on who is doing the talking, God or 
Time or Destiny. But the Bible points to a different approach, one that can 
have a profound impact on the way we view the course of our lives from cra
dle to grave.

What, for example, if we were to read the text of IshmaePs banishment 
and learn to think of aging as a desirable function of growth rather than as its 
evil corollary? What if the story were to inspire us to consider the prior ages 
and stages of an individual not as prior states that exist, once they end in his
torical reality, only as memories in the recollective consciousnesses of a spe
cific individual and the small number of people who knew him or her at a 
particular stage of life, but rather as ongoing layers of real, if inevitably subcu
taneous, existence that co-exist with whatever stages of life have followed in 
the normal course of events that characterize the lives of people as they live 
through their years? Think of the rings of growth that a tree passes through, 
yet somehow fails to divest itself of as it grows to maturity.

What if the point of the narrative in Genesis 21 were to be that we learn 
not merely to posit that Hagar was thinking of Ishmael as a helpless infant as 
they began their trek to nowhere, but that baby Ishmael was a real part of 
adolescent Ishmael, that the baby, the toddler, the boy and the adolescent 
were co-existent within the sphere of the being the world categorized and 
labeled as Ishmael ben Abraham? And what if, that being the case, we were 
to read the narrative as a literary effort to prompt us to consider it possible, 
even perhaps plausible, that a boy’s terror of the unknown coupled with his 
indescribable anguish at being disowned and dispossessed by his own father 
might suddenly (and unexpectedly) result in the peeling away of the outer 
layers of growth and development to expose the baby within? And what if 
the point of describing Hagar carrying her boy off to his fate even though he 
was actually a strapping adolescent was not simply because she remembered
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him that way or because she was moved by the honibleness of the situation 
to relate to him that way, but because it was that aspect of IshmaePs histori
cal being that is the player in this story—not unlike the way stories usually, 
but not always, feature the most recently developed aspect of any individual’s 
historical existence as a matter of course?

We moderns have been taught to think of the baby-versions of ourselves 
as existing—to the extent they exist at all once we are grown—as instances of 
recollective history that flourish, if they do, at the hazy boundary between 
fantasy and memory. But I read the story of Ishmael as a kind of challenge to 
ask what the impact on our senses of who we are would be if we were to con
sider our prior ages and stages as fully existent within the complex of identi
ties we retain permanendy, as parts of the inviolate self?

If Joshua was 110 when they buried him at Timnat-Serah shortly after he 
concluded the great covenant renewal ceremony at Shehem and, with it, his 
part in the conquest of Eretz Yisrael, then he must have been a few years less 
than 70 at the time of the Exodus.28 Yet he too is called a nacar in a story 
that takes place a few months after the Exodus and which presents him as a 
young lad who not only serves, but actually lives, in the Tent of Meeting pre
cisely in the manner of the young Samuel—another Ephraimite, by the 
way—who, Scripture scruples to report, not only served at Shiloh but actually 
slept in the sanctuary there.29 We miss the point, I think, if we consider this 
as a minor discrepancy to be explained away as mere carelessness on the part 
of a scriptural editor. It could be a mere error, but perhaps the biblical text is 
saying something far more profound here; i.e., that the lad Joshua lived not 
merely in the memory banks of the 70-year-old, but in a real, ongoing, fully 
existent way within the existential ambit of the universe of being that the 
world labeled Joshua son of Nun. The point is not that Moses looked at this 
70-year-old man and, somehow, saw a little boy, but that the litde boy was 
no less real a part of Joshua than the older man. It was submerged, which is 
not at all the same as being suppressed or repressed, but more than real 
enough to surface when called up from within the wellsprings of historical 
being that not merely characterize, but actually constitute, people as they 
grow older and, sometimes, wiser.30 In some way that moderns find impossi
ble to image, Joshua was only slighdy younger than the octogenarian Moses 
at the time of the Exodus, but it was the lad within who slept in the Tent of 
Meeting. It’s only impossible if history is a river, not a tree.

This concept of growth being a generative agent that creates the multi
layered personality over the course of a lifetime rather than a simple propel
lant that moves us forward and through the various—and successive—stages 
of sequential history that characterize any individual’s life is one of the Bible’s 
more challenging lessons. Indeed, coming to consider our lives as 
palimpsests—manuscript leaves on which story after story are written on top 
of previous texts made invisible but no less fully, really existent by a coat of 
w hitew ash— is, in  its o w n  w ay, as un settlin g  as it is daunting. In  th e  en d , 
however, it is precisely when they function as mirrors in which we can see the



reflections of our own beliefs and assumptions that the narrative portions of 
the biblical text have the power to serve the most powerfully—and the most 
movingly—as agents for spiritual growth in modern readers.
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NOTES

1. Genesis 16:16.
2. Genesis 17:1 and 24—25.
3. So Rashi to Genesis 28:9, s.v. ,ahot nevayot.
4. Rashi to Genesis 21:8, s.v. vayyij^amal, basing himself on the discussion at B. Gittin 

75b.
5. Rashi to Genesis 21:9, s.v. metzahek. Rashi, declining to take sides in the debate between 

Rabbi Akiba, Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Eleazar presented in Bereshit Rabbah 53:11, ed. 
Theodor-Albeck, p. 568, won’t say if he thinks the reference to Isaac “fooling around” refers to 
a deed of idolatry, sexual immortality or wanton, extreme violence, but cf. Ibn Ezra’s less dire 
opinion that the word metzahek only means that he was horsing around and that this infuriated 
Sarah because it reminded her that, come what may, her servant-girl’s son would always be 
older than her own boy. Most ingenious of all is Rashbam’s comment, which I think can be 
read to suggest that the word means “playing the Isaac” and means that Sarah was unable to 
bear watching Ishmael parading around “as though he were Isaac,” i.e. his father’s true heir.

6. Bereshit Rabbah 53:13, ed. cit., p. 570, and see the very learned discussion of rabbinic 
sources relating to Ishmael’s age given there in note 3. The parallel text in the Talkut Shimconi 
to Genesis (§95), (ed. Jerusalem, 1960), p. 56, gives Ishmael’s age as seventeen, which seems 
far more likely to be the original text. Theodor connects the tradition that Ishmael was twenty- 
seven with the tradition given in the name of Rabbi Hoshaya at Bereshit Rabbah 53:10 to the 
effect that Isaac was only weaned from his mother’s breast at puberty, which, if he reached 
puberty at age 13, would indeed make Ishmael precisely 27. Rabbi Hoshaya’s tradition is 
specifically that the phrase “and the child (i.e. Isaac) grew up and was weaned” refers to him 
being weaned away from his own inclination to sin. See Theodor’s comments ad locum, ed. cit., 
p. 565 and cf. the tradition in the Pirkei Derabbi }Eliezer, ch. 29, which supports the reading in 
the Talkut.

7. Genesis 21:14. God has promised Abraham that Ishmael will survive to father children of 
his own, but no such promise is made with regard to Hagar. Indeed, Scripture makes it per- 
fecdy clear that, absent divine intervention, both would have died in the desert.

8. Genesis 21:15. Ibn Ezra, seeing the logistical difficulty of anyone flinging a baby under a 
low-growing bush, explains that the bush was actually a tree.

9. Genesis 21:18. The Hebrew denoting what precisely Hagar is to do with her hand while 
she carries Ishmael is a bit obscure.

10. Genesis 21:20-21.
11. Genesis 11:32.
12. Genesis 11:26. Does the notice that Terah was 70 years old when all three of his boys 

were born imply that Abraham, Nahor and Haran were triplets? I think it might, given the fact 
that multiple births were certainly a feature of that family’s reproductive history later on. Cf. the 
use of the identical phrase of Noah at Genesis 5:32, where it is noted that he was 500 years old 
when his three sons were born.

13. Genesis 11:28. The fact that Scripture scruples to note that he died in Ur, rather than 
in Haran (where Terah died) implied that he lived less than 135 years. Since the text does not 
say how long Terah was in Haran, it is not possible to guess how much younger than 135 
Haran was when he died.

14. Genesis 11:29-31.
15. Genesis 12:4-5.
16. 75: Genesis 12:4; 86: Genesis 16:16; 99: Genesis 17:24; 100: 21:5. The narrative
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specifically notes that Abraham lived in Canaan for ten years before fathering Ishmael at Gene
sis 16:3.

17. Rashi to Genesis 11:32, s.v. vayyamot terah beharan. Rashi has two suggestions as to 
why Scripture would have sought to mask the fact that Abraham left for Canaan in his father’s 
lifetime.

18. Cf., e.g., Ibn Ezra to Genesis 11:29 or Ramban to Genesis 11:28, s.v. cA l pene terah 
3aviv be’eretz moladeto. The principle, denoted in Hebrew by the slogan ,ayn mukdam  
ume’uhar batorah, is formally given by Ibn Ezra at the end of his explanation.

19. Genesis 21:34.
20. Rashi to Genesis 21:34, s.v. yamim rabbim.
21. Genesis 23:1.
22. Rashi to Genesis 23:2, s.v. lispod lesarah ulivkotah, basing himself on the midrash of 

Rabbi Yossi presented at Bereshit Rabbah 58:5.
23. Isaac: Genesis 22:5 and 12; Moses: Exodus 2:6; Samuel: 1 Samuel 2:18. When the 

Bible uses the word nacar of the 17-year-old Joseph at Genesis 37:2, the whole point is to 
stress that even though he was an older teenager when Jacob sent him off to find his brothers, he 
was still a boy among men.

24. 40: Genesis 25:20; 60: Genesis 25:26.
25. 40: Genesis 26:34; 180: Genesis 35:28.
26. Youthful stamina: Deuteronomy 34:7.
27. Rebecca was three when she married Isaac: Rashi to Genesis 25:20, s.v. ben ,arbaHm 

shanah, and cf. his comment to Genesis 25:26, s.v. ben shishim shanah. Her father and her 
brother sought Rebecca’s assent: Genesis 24:57-58.

28. Joshua 24:29-30.
29. Joshua: Exodus 33:11; Samuel: 1 Samuel 3:3.
30. Reader interested in the detail of Joshua living in the Tent of Meeting may wish to 

consult my essay, “Deconstructing Leviticus 16: Implications for Latter-Day Jewish Spirituality 
from an Ancient Ritual Text” that appeared in Conservative Judaism  48:3 (Spring 1996). 
Regarding Samuel asleep in the sanctuary at Shiloh, see my Travels on the Road Not Taken: 
Towards a Bible-Based Theology of Jewish Spirituality (London, Ontario: Moonstone Press, 
1997), pp. 48-54.
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