The Place of Ishmael
In his Bible Lives
 (the second word is meant to be pronounced both ways) Jonathan Magonet offers an illuminating chiastic reading of Genesis 12 – 22.  My purpose is to push that reading further, not without deconstructing it.  
Magonet begins from the rabbinic observation that Genesis 12.1 and Genesis 22.2 both have God bidding Abra[ha]m lek leka, “go for yourself’, “get yourself’, to the land God will show him or to the mount God will tell him of.  Only here does this phrase appear in the Bible, and it invites the reader to link the two chapters it introduces.  Now the first of these journeys is followed by a meeting with the Pharaoh in Egypt where Abram passes off his wife as his sister, and the second is preceded by a meeting with Abimelech in Gerar where he does the same.  The first meeting is in turn followed by a story of Lot in Sodom needing rescue, and the second is preceded by a parallel story.  The first rescue is followed by the sealing of a covenant between God and Abram, and the second is preceded by such a sealing.  Between the two sealings is the story of Ishmael’s birth, which Magonet describes as a “false climax” (p. 29) and which requires further allusion to Ishmael before the sequence comes to an end.  The chapters thus outline as follows:   
12a 
The call; blessing promised  
12b Abram in a foreign land; wife-sister motif  
13-14 
Lot in danger; Sodom  
15    
Covenant

16    
Hagar and Ishmael
17    
Covenant   
18-19 
Lot in danger; Sodom
20   Abraham in a foreign land; wife-sister motif
21  
Hagar and Ishmael
22  
The call; blessing confirmed   
This outline is most illuminating, and in particular provides a convincing alternative approach to the “strange duplication” in the stories which have provoked source-critical approaches.  The difficulty with it is it is too unequivocal.  Can the center of a chiasm be a false climax?  No doubt in principle it could; the chiasm form could be used rhetorically to “mislead” the reader, on the way to offering some other perspective than the obvious one.  Now Magonet notes the significance of Abram’s “listening” to Sarai in chapter 16; it is the verb used of Adam in the Garden.  The verb is a pointer to an ambiguity in the chapters, but it is hardly enough to judge the chiasm’s centre a false one, especially as God later tells Abraham to do it again (21.12).  Rhetorically or dramatically it is simply not the case in Genesis 12 – 22 that “the centre of the stage belongs to Isaac” (Magonet, p. 30).  Isaac shares it with Ishmael.  Centre stage was his destiny, but before his birth his father gave it away.   
Similar questions are raised by Gordon Wenham’s understanding of these chapters in his commentary Genesis 16 – 50.
   The birth of Ishmael is a “diversion” (p. 13), while chapter 17 is a “watershed” and “climax” (p. 16).  It is certainly true that chapter 17 “improves” on chapter 15, but this does not make it a climax.  It need do no more than reflect the fact that these two stories are a pair, and one expects the second of a pair of stories to go beyond the first; this aspect of the nature of Hebrew parallelism can apply to pairs of stories as well as to pairs of cola in a line.  If one is to identify a “watershed” in the Abraham story, Magonet’s analysis surely establishes that it is chapter 16 which straddles the ridge and marks the point where the waters divide either side.   Like Magonet, Wenham draws attention to literary features of the text which complicate his explicit analysis of it.  Near the close of chapter 17 and thus at a highpoint comes God’s fifth and final speech with its “well-ordered palistrophic structure” (p. 26) - in which Ishmael is central:      
19a  
Sarah will bear a son for you, Isaac  
19b  
I will establish my covenant with him   
20   
But I will bless and multiply Ishmael   
21a  
I will establish my covenant with Isaac   
21b
Sarah will bear him for you   
Not only is the large-scale chiasm “disturbed” by Ishmael at its centre; a small-scale chiasm in the chapter which allegedly forms a “climax” is also “disturbed” by Ishmael at a highpoint.   When we come to the out-of-pattern chapter 21 we find that this further story dominated by Ishmael is also the chapter that relates Isaac’s birth - though it relates this so-vital event more briefly than its duplicate story of Ishmael which follows.  Walter Brueggemann observes that it is thus “peculiarly understated.”
  In turn, Wenham also notes (pp. 99-100), there is a close parallel between chapters 21 and 22 which means that the story of Abraham’s abandoning of Ishmael anticipates the story of Abraham’s offering of Isaac.  The effect is to put more emphasis on the horror and the wonder of the first story and to take the edge off both the horror and the wonder of the second.   
What is going on here?  I have two questions in mind.  What is going on in a narrative which has this complicated, ambiguous shape; and what is going on when insightful exegetes miss what I suggest is a prominent feature of its dynamic?   The narrative reflects and advertises the fact that the birth of Isaac could not in the event be the uncomplicated joy it might have been.  At the centerpoint and climax of the narrative is an episode in which the whole threatens to abort.  Elsa Tamez has described Hagar as “the woman who complicated the history of salvation.”
  Tamez implicitly accepts a similar reading of Genesis to Magonet’s: “in reading the stories of Sarah and Hagar... we generally identify ourselves with Sarah.  First, because the stories are so constructed as to lead the reader to such identification....” (p. 6).  It is by distancing herself from the reading which the text invites and by looking at it from the perspective of third-world women that we are able to perceive Hagar’s significance.  
My point is that this perception is actually invited by the text itself.  That Hagar complicates the history of salvation is reflected in the way she complicates the rhetoric of Genesis 12-22.  The chapters would be much neater without her and her son.  But once Sarai has allowed the two of them into it, they will not be elbowed out, and the chiasm cannot come to its end without another story about them.  There are two stories about Hagar and Ishmael as there are two about Abraham and the blessing, two about Abraham passing off his wife as his sister, two about Lot and Sodom, and two about the covenant.  Of course a variety of considerations (class, race, and sex to begin with) have made interpreters fail to perceive the point.  It is Tamez’s identification with oppressed women in the third world that enables her to see something there in the text, to reconstruct the familiar version of the history of salvation (p. 17) not because the text needs rewriting but because its interpretation does.  But it is also noteworthy that the narrative’s middle-class, male, Euroamerican interpreters have been committed Jews and Christians (nothing wrong with that: I write as a committed Christian middle-class European male).  
That leads into a paradox.  Magonet describes the call of Abram as a “most particularistic act” designed to achieve a “most universalistic hope, blessing for all humanity” (pp. 27-28).  Yet the very sharing of centre-stage by Ishmael and Isaac expresses the same tension between particularism and universality as the words of promise do; but Magonet’s analysis does not recognize that.  Conversely, the Christian interpreters might have been expected to see anything that points to an openness to people outside the ancestors of Israel (such as themselves).  The fact that they do not do so perhaps reflects the influence of the Christian Jewish appropriation of the narrative by New Testament writers such as Paul who were in a position to identify with Isaac and had no need to identify with Ishmael.  For whatever reason, Paul does invite his readers to identify with Isaac (Gal 4.21-31).  For more than one reason, gentile readers may also want to identify with Ishmael, but they tend not to do so.  Jewish Christian exegetes have both missed a key feature of the text which would please them if they saw it, but the exegetical traditions of their respective confessions have made them unable to recognize it.   
Incidentally, is it significant that the chiasm squeezes out the death of Sarah (Gen 23) and the finding of Rebekah (Gen 24)?   
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