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Avraham was heartbroken to have to send Yishmael away.
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It is interesting to note the similarities and contrasts in the different Midrashim dealing with the story of the sending away of Yishmael and Hagar from Avraham’s house.
In the Midrash Rabah, Rabbi Shimon says that his teacher Rabbi Akiva interpreted Yishmael’s action as described in the passage “Sarah saw the son of Hagar…playing” in a negative manner, but that he, Rabbi Shimon, interpreted it much more mildly.

Rabbi Akiva says Yishmael was engaged in immoral activity while Rabbi Yishmael opines he was engaged with idolatry, and Rabbi Elazar holds he was engaged in bloodshed. Rabbi Levi said he shot arrows at Yitzchok, pretending to be playing.
But Rabbi Shimon said he merely argued with Yitzchok over the birthright. Yishmael claimed that, as the firstborn, he would receive a double inheritance from Avraham.

Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer (chapter 30) takes the harsh view like Rabbi Levi, that Yishmael was shooting arrows at Yitzchok, trying to kill him.

Yet this same Midrash says Avraham suffered great anguish at having to expel Yishmael. “Sarah said to Avraham, ‘Divorce the maidservant. Send her and her son away from my son….’ Of all bad things that happened to Avraham this was the worst.”

Avraham was heartbroken to have to send Yishmael away.

Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer continues… “G-d appeared to Avraham that night and said “Don’t you know that Sarah is your true wife? Hagar is not your wife; Sarah is your wife. Hagar is your servant.”
Why was it necessary to remind Avraham that Sarah was his true wife and not Hagar? And why was the sending away of Yishmael the worst thing that happened to Avraham?

Perhaps Avraham hoped that Yishmael would be part of the future of the Jewish people. Commentaries say that Yitzchok hoped that Esav and Yaakov would, in a similar vein, somehow form one people. But that was not to be. Maybe Avraham was hoping that Yishmael’s people and Yitzchok’s people could form some sort of friendly relationship and coexist in some type of partnership. When this proved to be impossible, Avraham had in a sense lost his son. This is why he was so saddened. This explains why Hashem had to emphasize to him that only Sarah was his true wife, not Hagar. A partnership between Yishmael and Yitzchok was not to be. True, Yishmael was blessed to be a great nation. But Yitzchok’s children, that is, the future Jewish people, had their own unique destiny in order to fulfill G-d’s plan.
Here follows another contrasting view between Midrash Rabah and Pirkei Rabbi Eliezer: 
The Midrash says that despite Avraham’s generosity, he only gave Hagar some bread and a jug of water, presumably because he now had no love for Yishmael.

The version of Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer says that in Avraham’s merit the water in the jug always replenished itself. It was only when Hagar turned back to her ancestral idolatry that the jug ran dry.

As far as the spring that Hagar found, Midrash Rabah says on the passage, “G-d opened her eyes,” that “everyone is blind until G-d gives their eyes light.”  In other words, the well was already there; G-d just allowed Hagar to see it. Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer says it was the well that was created at the miraculous dusk of the sixth day of creation that was revealed to Hagar!
Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer goes on to recount a lovely story about the connection Avraham continued to have with Yishmael:
Once Avraham wanted to visit Yishmael to see how he was doing. Sarah okayed his visit on condition that he didn’t get off of the camel. So Avraham traveled through the desert to the home of Yishmael. When he arrived, Yishmael’s wife, Eysa, told Avraham that Yishmael had gone with his mother, Hagar, to gather dates in the desert. Avraham said he was weary from his journey, might he be served some bread and water?  Eysa refused, claiming she had none.

“Please tell your husband” Avraham told her, “that an old man from Canaan came to see him. Tell him his threshold is broken.”
When Yishmael returned, his wife gave him the message. He understood that his father had attempted to visit him, and he understood from his message how cruel his wife had been. Yishmael divorced his wife.

Hagar found a wife for Yishmael from Egypt. Her name was Fatuma.

Once more Avraham went to visit Yishmael, promising Sarah not to get off the camel. He arrived at Yishmael’s house only to learn from Fatuma that Yishmael and Hagar had gone into the desert to gather dates. Avraham told her how weary from his journey he was, could she perhaps serve him bread and water?  Fatuma gladly went into her house and brought Avraham food and drink. Avraham blessed Yishmael’s house, and it became filled with plenty.

When Yishmael returned, Fatuma told him of the visit of the old man from Canaan. Yishmael rejoiced for he knew that his father still loved him.
Although the story of this Midrash speaks for itself, I will allow myself to learn another lesson from it. Perhaps I am stretching it a bit, but I still think the lesson is true.

Sometimes our fellow-Jews seem lost to us. They are so far from our Torah and our Torah way of life. Sometimes it may be our own children, our own friends, or perhaps a stranger whom we befriended.

They may be far away from our way of life like Yishmael who left Avraham under very unpleasant circumstances.

Yet, despite it all, Avraham maintained a relationship. In spite of how far away our fellow-Jew may seem to be we should maintain contact, maintain interest, remain caring. Yishmael realized that his father still loved him. Every Jew we know must realize that wherever his journey has taken him, we still care, we still love him.
The Sages say Yishmael became a “Baal Teshuva” and returned to the way of Avraham.

We must keep the door open to those who have strayed. Who knows, they may return. And if they do not, they must still know our love. 
