HEBREW UNION COLLEGE - JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION
NEW YORK SCHOOL

SSM WRITTEN PROJECT APPROVAL FORM

R: T E. RBRAMSON

" SiNg OwT0Rapren Dne”
The Legg\gss of  Sarsh Keachel and Hannahn

Thmu&h _Text and Mlusic

1D4p—

TURE OF TP Dot
/T e
1A OF SSM SENIOR PROJECT COORDINATOR / Date

ate

ATURE OF REGISTRAR

I I T I I R I R T I S ]

ONE WEST FoURTH
NEW YORK, Ny 100750




“Sing Out, O Barren One”
The Longings of Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah Through Text and Music

JILL E. ABRAMSON

Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfiliment of
Requirements for Master of Sacred Music Degree

Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion
School of Sacred Music
New York, New York

January 23, 2002
Advisor: Dr. Mark Kligman




TABLE OF CONTENTS

IOPOGUCTION. . .. e v ereenereenernirecnseseneeteertoesraceenssnronsoerontorassensssonsenansss 1
L General Overview of Barrenness in Biblical, Rabbinic, Yiddish
| Supplicatory, and Modern Hebrew Literature .................... cresruceresnrne 6
I SATAN. .c.evirererentiereenrierrtirentrieietesernrersnacarrsnsnerserereraneresierersssssnran 15
m Rachel........c.cocevvvininnnne. Ceereseetareasncanteenons crreeneeentrtatasstncnserasasesias 26
IV. Hannah. P P 37
\' COBCIUSION. ...ovieinieiiiniriererercorrerserressiocsresassoasrsrresessersasssssasasssssos 43
Appendices
1. “Di Muter Sore Zingt Yitskhaklen A Shioflid” (Music and Text)............ 53
2. “Shlaflied” (Music and Text)................ Cenerarerarteraretrrseresasasrisasnns 62
3. “Rochel M'vakoh al Boneho” (Music and Text)..........ccceviiiniiainrniinnn 64
4, “Hannah” (MUSIC)......cvueruriiueereeietnneriiininerconcncrsasasesoscoscssasnsnses 70
Bibliography .....c.coiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e s 9%




Introduction:

Consider the procreative history of the biblical narrative: God commands
generation upon generation to reproduce and uphold the divine promise of redemption—a
promise articulated to Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3) and re-articulated in subsequent
generations to Isaac (Gen. 26: 1-5) and Jacob (Gen. 28: 13-15). Yet in each generation,
(with the exception of the unloved Leah), the biblical matriarchs, Sarah, Rebecca, and
Rachel are initially barren. Moreover, several other biblical women including Hannah
and Samson’s unnamed mother are initially barren. However, with God as the miraculous
progenitor, the women ultimately conceive and the narrative of national fecundity
continues.

A variety of Jewish texts invoke images, both literal and metaphoric, of the barren
biblical woman. Biblical and rabbinic texts are concerned with the laws surrounding
procreative responsibility and sexual status. Moreover, the rabbis invoked an allegorical
understanding of barrenness to speak of Israel in a rootless state.' This idea continues in

modern times in the Yiddish literature from Eastern Europe in the form of “skhines™--

! Wendy Zierler, “Barrenness, Babies, and Books: The Barren Woman in Modem Jewish Literature” in
And Rachel Stole the Idols: The Emergence of Hebrew Women's Writing. Book manuscript currently being
prepared for publication, 2000, 1-2.




women'’s supplicatory prayers which often make reference to biblical barren women and
locate the desire for children in the intensely personal voice of the individual woman. A
number of modern Israeli authors and poets also allude to barren matriarchs in their work.

How best can one explore the lives of women in the Bible and their experience of
barrenness and birth? Susan Niditch, Professor of Religion at Amberst College, posits
that several academic disciplines are necessary to answer questions about women’s lives
in the Bible. She suggests that biblical scholarship, women’s studies, literary criticism,
anthropology, and sociology are helpful. This is primarily due to the fact that the material
in the Hebrew Bible is “rich and varied, the relative bibliography is extensive, and the
methodologies employed by students of women and the Bible are interdisciplinary,
daring, and often at the very crest of scholarship.™

Aviva Zornberg, another contemporary scholar, also employs a range of sources
to investigate the Bible and draws attention to the complexity of the identity of the
matriarchs. Using Sarah as an example, Zornberg argues that Sarah suffers from the pain
of barrenness and feels great joy when she becomes a mother.> However, as Zomberg
points out, these are not successive or linear stages of Sarah’s development. In other
words, the joy of motherhood does not completely replace or mitigate the pain of

barrenness; rather, Sarah, like Rachel and Hannah, incorporates both the pain of

? Susan Niditch, “Portrayals of Women in the Hebrew Bible,” in Jewish Women in Historical Development,
2d edition, ed. Judith R. Baskin (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1998), 25.
> Aviva Zormberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995), 77.




barrenness and other components in her identity in a non-linear, dualistic way. While all
three women experience pain from the barrenness, Sarah also rejoices (Gen. 18:12),
Rachel also weeps (Jer. 31:14), and Hannah also prays (I Sam. 1-2).

Images of barren women (namely Sarah, Rache] and Hannah) appear in a wide
variety of Jewish music as well. From Yiddish folk songs to cantorial recitatives to
Sephardic welcoming songs, the image of the barren mother together with images of
children abounds. In particular, the plight of the barren matriarch (particularly Sarah) has
been a kind of “traveling motif™ through Yiddish music and other types of Ashkenazic
song. Moreover, there are several anonymous Yiddish folk songs about the bitterness of
the abandoned or barren wife.® In the Sephardic tradition, songs for birth ceremonies
(circumcision feasts and welcoming songs) are common.®

The music associated with barrenness explored in this thesis is both liturgical and
non-liturgical and is intended for different types of usage. In some cases the music was
intended for the concert hall and in other cases, the child’s cradle. Some musical
selections are drawn from larger works while others are meant to stand on their own.

While the music invokes specific images of barren women, specifically Sarah, Rachel,

* The term “traveling motif” was used by Robert Freedman, Yiddish music collector and archivist at the
University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Interview by author, October 22, 2001. He credited this term

to Chana Mlotek who is an archivist at YIVO in New York City.

3 Lisa Rosenbaum Hest, Voices of Our Mothers: Women'’s Lives in Yiddish and Ladino Songs, Master’s
Thesis (HUC, 1988) 35.

¢ See Hest’s Master’s Thesis which includes “O Que Mueve Mezes,” a Ladino song which is performed by
women of the community at circumcision feasts. .




and Hannah, the music often carries a universal message of God as the ultimate
progenitor of the Jewish people.

Because the music is so diverse in character, cultural context, and intended usage,
it is almost impossible to group the musical examples and find a common style. Instead,
by placing the music side by side, viewing the musical pieces in relation to one another,
an added perspective of the barren woman emerges: Sarah is barren and joyous; Rachel is
barren and distraught; Hannsh is barren and prayerful. These dualities within each
woman are expressed in the music and support Zornberg’s idea of a non-linear dualistic

While various aspects and angles of barrenness are addressed in biblical, rabbinic,
and modern texts, rarely does the discussion focus on the complexity and the inner pain
the women must have felt. While the tkhines provided a private opportunity for woman to
express their pain, the zkhines were never intended to be uttered in a public venue.

However, a variety of music, which incorporates various images of the barren
woman, was intended for public performance. The body of music assembled in this thesis
gives voice to 2 woman’s inner pain associated with barrenness and offers a composite
sketch of the barren woman. Tracing barrenness through biblical text, rabbinic exegesis,
tkhines, and modern Hebrew literature, the investigation provides a portrayal of Sarah,
Rachel, and Hannah—three archetypal personalities in Judaism. This thesis will show that

the continuity of barrenness from the biblical text to its performance in music gives voice




to the pain experienced by barren or infertile women. The thesis will also show that each
of the matriarchs unique response of joy, crying, and prayer is also expressed in the
music and forms a repertoire of “barrenness music.” Hearing the music performed
acknowledges the pain of this experience and ultimately, this music (as a body) may
provide some comfort to those who are, or have experienced the pain and loneliness of
barrenness.

The thesis is organized in the following way. A general exploration of barrenness
in biblical, rabbinic, and modern writings (including women’s Yiddish supplicatory
prayers as well as modern Hebrew fiction and poetry) is presented to frame the issue of
barrenness in the tradition and the literary landscape. Next, an in depth exploration of
three biblical women (Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah) follows. Each woman is discussed in a
separate chapter, with reference to specific biblical. rabbinic, and literary material. A
discussion of relevant music is included with specific music examples in the appendices.
The thesis culminates with a discussion that synthesizes the literary material with the
music and suggests that this body of music may be used to contextualize or even ritualize

the contemporary experience of barrenness or infertility.
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L. General Overview of Barrenness in Biblical, Rabbinic, Yiddish Supplicatory, and

Modern Hebrew Literature:

In the biblical narrative, procreation is considered a blessing as well as a
commandment (Gen. 1:28; 9:7; Rashi ibid). Moreover, the psalmist writes that children
are seen as the greatest blessing “a heritage of God” (Ps. 127: 3-5). While the
commandment “p-ru ur-vu” (Gen.1: 28) is a general instruction for men and women to be
“fruitful and multiply,” the psalmist specifies that women in particular be fertile: “Thy
wife shall be as a fruitful vine...thy children like olive plants...”(Psalm 128: 3-4).

Bearing children was an expectation and a measure of value for women who lived
in biblical times. A woman who could not bear successfully or displeased her husband
(by denying conjugal rights) could be divorced (Deut. 24: 1-4).” However, a married man
who was childless could try to have offspring with a handmaid or a second wife. If a man
died childless, his widow was expected to marry his brother (known as a levirate

marriage) in expectation that the union would produce an heir for the deceased man.®

7 A woman is offered protection against divorce in some cases. In the Mishnah, a woman may ask for a
divorce if her husband’s smell displeases her.(Ketubor 7:10). Also, if accusations of premarital unchastity
are proven false, she may not be divorced (Deut. 22: 13-19).

* Michele Klein, A Time To Be Born. Customs and Folklore of Jewish Birth (Philadelphie: The Jewish
Publication Society, 1998), 15.
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Niditch approaches the problem of barrenness in the Bible from a functionalist
perspective. She points to how women’s role functions in terms of marital and sexual
status. This is especially evident when young women marry, shift locality, and cross a
liminal fault-line as they transition from the role of daughter to wife. In this transition,
discovering that one is infertile becomes problematic as it tears at the very definition of
what it meant to be a wife. “The married woman who does not bear children is in an
especially marginalized position, for she is no longer a virgin in her father’s home yet
does not fully function in her husband’s.”® As such, a barren woman is marginalized
because she does not function fully in her new role, which in turn carries sharp
implications for loss of status.

The barren wife is also a favorite biblical motif, which marks the birth of a hero.'°
Expanding the heroic birth motif, J. Cheryl Exum argues that “the barren matriarch isa
common theme since barrenness provides a threat that the needed son might not appear
and offers an opportunity for the deity to intervene.”!! All the matriarchs, (with the
exception of the unloved Leah) are able to bear children (the gvor or the “heroes ) but
only with difficulty; moreover, Hannah, mother of Samuel, and Samson’s unnamed

mother, who appear later in the Bible, also share this predicament.’? However, as Niditch

® Niditch, 30.

 1bid., 30.

1" J. Cheryl Exum, “Mother in Israel,” in Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Letty M. Russell
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985), 76.

2 Niditch, 32.
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explains below, it is in the child-related spheres that women reveal their strength as well

as a certain closeness to the divine.

Communication about as yet unborn children are some of the few instances in
which God is seen to speak to women. The annunciation to Samson’s mother in
Judges 13 is of special relevance, for the divine emissary makes it quite clear that
he wishes to speak to the woman and not her husband who is portrayed as a
doubting fearful dolt in contrast to his more sensible down-to-earth wife, Sarah
has the nerve to laugh when she hears a child is to be born (Gen. 18:12). Hannah
herself [emphasis mine] prays for a child at the sanctuary and interacts with the
priest Eli (I Sam. 1:9-18). Sarah and Rebecca, moreover, employ God’s blessing
to further the careers of their favorite son, the younger offspring, as when Sarah
has Hagar and Ishmael expelled, and Rebecca tricks Isaac into giving Jacob his
blessing. These women, like Samson’s mother are seen as having the inside track
to God’s will."?

Because of their longing, these women have a certain agency and spiritual
closeness to the divine in the matter of conception and birth.

In biblical Hebrew, the term “akarah,” meaning “uprooted,” is likened to a tree torn out of
the land and left to whither without offspring.'* The term itself, akarah, comes from the Hebrew
word “akar” meaning barren, impotent, infertile or sterile. Perhaps this is why a Yiddish women’s
prayer for children likens a woman to “...a tree which is fully grown but bears no fruit.”'* A similar
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proverb from the Yemenite tradition suggests a tree which bears no fruit should be cut down.'® As

B id., 32

1 Klein, 15.

'* T.G. Klirs., comp., The Merit of Our Mothers: A Bilingual Anthology of Jewish Women’s Prayers
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1993), 114.

1“The Jews of Yemen use a related proverb regarding an infertile woman: “A tree that doesn’t give fruit
should be cut down.” A. Stahl, Proverbs of Jewish Communities (Hebrew), no publisher given, Tel Aviv,
1975, 238, in Issachar Ben-Ami, “Customs of Pregnancy and Childbirth Among Sephardic and Oriental
Jews” in Yedida K. Stillman & George K. Zucker, eds., New Horizons in Sephardic Studies (New York:
State University of New York Press, 1993), 264, footnote 8.




such, akarut, the state of being barren, really carries a double meaning of infertility and
rootlessness.

In the prophetic literature, the book of Isaiah contains an image of female akarut
as a metaphor for Israel in a rootless state.

In Isaiah 54 [:1], the barren woman becomes a metaphor for the suffering people

of Israel whom God will ultimately liberate, just as he gave children to the

matriarchs “Sing O barren woman, you who did not labor with child...” says the
prophet setting the stage for the allegorical understanding of the barrenness
theme which figures most prominently in rabbinic literature.!’

The metaphoric language of the prophet likens exile to barrenness but the
opposite may be even more poignant: barrenness may be a kind of exile, a personal
rootlessness.

This allegorical understanding continues in Pesikta d’'Rabbi Kahana 20:1. In this
passage, the rabbis explain that there are seven barren women in the Bible: Sarah,
Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Manoach’s wife, Hannah, and Zion. Zion itself is characterized
as a barren woman. Wendy Zierler, professor of Modern Jewish Literature and Feminist
Studies adds “that the inclusion of Zion in this list of barren women underscores the
traditional view of barrenness as standing for something other than just itself.”'®

Two particular midrashim inquire why the matriarchs (as a unit) were barren. To

summarize the discussion, two main arguments are given. First, a discussion in Bereshit

17 Zierler, 1-2.
* bid,, 2.
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Rabbah Chapter 45, Section 4 equates pregnancy with ugliness: “Rabbi Meir said ...as
soon as a woman becomes pregnant she becomes ugly and repulsive to her husband.”"’ A

LR SR NI LR Y S R -

second kind of midrashic argument supposes that barrenness will assure women’s prayer:

And why were the Mothers made barren? Rabbi Levi in the name of Rabbi Shila

of the village of Tamarta and Rabbi Helbo in the name of Rabbi Yochanan said

that it was because the holy One Blessed Be He yearned for their prayers. The

Holy One Blessed be He said ‘They are wealthy, they are beawtiful and if I give

them children, they will not pray to me.*%

In addition to the allegorical understanding and interpretive discussions of akarut,
the rabbinic literature also elaborates on the specifics of a childless marriage: The
Mishnah and the Talmud expound on the specific issue of a childless marriage. A man
may divorce his wife after ten years of marriage if the couple has been unsuccessful in
producing children.?’ Moreover, the Talmud explains that a person without children was

said to be cut off from all communication from God and is accounted as dead.?

Given the crucial importance of children and the pain of infertility present in

biblical and rabbinic texts, it is not surprising that women offered prayers to conceive 3
children. Jewish women of Ashkenazic descent often prayed for children in the form of :

tkhines: supplicatory prayers recited in Yiddish by Central and Eastern European Jewish

' Bereshit Rabbah 45:4, Bar Tian translation.

2 Midrash Tanhuma Parashat Toldot, section 9, Bar Ilan translation.

3 According to Mishnah Yevamot 6:6, “If a man took a wife and lived with her for ten years and she bore
no child, he may not abstain [any ionger from the duty of propagation]. If he divorced her, she is permitted
to marry another, and the second husband may also live with her for [no more than] ten years.”

2 Avodah Zarah Sa; Nedarim 64b.




women.?® The tkhines often invoke the names of biblical women who were barren and

were later blessed with children. A woman in the 19® century wrote the following tkhine

for children.

I entreat you, Oh God, who graciously remembered our mothers Sarah and
Hannah, Have mercy upon my lamentation and remember me with the blessing of
fruitfulness. Let our union be blessed with a strong and healthy child, in whom we
may plant your holy religion. Hallow our life with your attention to this lofty
matter. God, you know our pains; you know the painful empty heart of the
childless. Have mercy and redeem us from this pain. Amen.*

In this particular tkhine, a woman articulates the pain and fear associated with

childlessness in a private moment of reflection. Additional examples of tkhines are given in

subsequent chapters in conjunction with specific discussion about Sarah, Rachel and Hannah.
Another type of writing that contains themes of barrenness is modern Hebrew

literature. While a number of Israeli writers have taken up this subject,”* one example is

S.Y. Agnon’s story, “Aggadat Hasofer,” (The Tale of the Scribe, 1919). Agadat Hasofer

is the tale of a religious scribe named Raphael and his barren wife, Miriam. The narrator

alludes to the Jewish textual past and invokes a section from Genesis Rabah 45:4 in

which the rabbis explain that God made the matriarchs barren because God desired their

B Chava Weissler, “Prayers in Yiddish and the Religious World of Ashkenazic Women” in Jewish Women
in Historical Perspective, Second Edition, ed. Judith R. Baskin (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1998), 169.

24 F. Neuda, Hours of Devotion, translated by R. Vulture (Vienna: Jos. Schiesinger, c. 1900), 110, adapted
by Michele Klein in Michel Kiein, A Tine to be Born: Customs and Folkiore of Jewish Birth (Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society, 1998), 21.

¥ See Wendy Zierler’s chapter (footnote 1) which provides a number of examples of Israeli women writers
invoking themes of barrenness.
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prayers.”® In Agnon’s story, the narrator, searching for an explanation of the couple’s
barrenness, makes reference to the biblical text and explains “Because the Holy One,
blessed by He, desires the prayers of the righteous, He closed her [his wife’s] Womb."’
However, as Wendy Zierler points out, the irony in that the couple is childless simply
because they have never had sex. “Raphael’s devotion to his work involves a regime of
prayer, the goal of which is to save him from all sin and desire, impulses which he then
sublimates into the work of sacred writing.”2

Empathizing with the biblical mothers, Modern Hebrew poet, Rahel Bluwstein
(1890-1931) invokes both Rachel and Hannah in her poem “Akarah” (1928) in which the
speaker of the poem likens her desire for a child to the bitterness of Rachel’s struggle and

Hannah’s prayer at Shiloh.

2% Midrash Tanhuma Parahat Toldot, Section 9, mentioned earlier in the chapter also argues that God made
the matriarchs barren because God describes the prayer of the righteous.

S.Y. Agnon, “The Tale of the Scribe,” in Twenty-One Stories, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer (New York:
Schocken Books Inc., 1970}, 10.

2 Zierler, 2.
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Akarah (Barren)

If only I had a son! A little boy,
Black-curled and clever.

Just to hold his hand and stroll slowly
Through park lanes.

A boy.

Small.

Uri I’d call him, my Uri!

Soft and clear is this short name.
A bit of light.

For my dark-haired boy,
“Uni!”—

I'd call out!

Still, I’ll complain like Rachel.

Still, I’ll pray like Hannah in Shiloh,

Still, I'll wait for him.?

In this poem, the speaker prays for a son, just like Sarah, Rachel, Hannah. The
desired boy is dark-haired yet his name, “Uri,” means “my light.” The adjacency of dark

and light suggests that some kind of positive outcome may spring from the pain and

darkness of akarut. The contemporary image of longing for a child (to “stroll slowing
through park lanes™) in contrast to the biblical image of Hannah praying at Shiloh
juxtaposes modernity with antiquity. As such, the text bridges contemporary barrenness
with Hannah’s ancient prayer for a child and allows the reader to identify with the

2 Rahel Bluwstein “Akarak” Bar llan translation,

13




foremothers. This poem has been the subject of several music compositions and will be
discussed below in greater detail.

To summarize, the metaphoric likening of exile to barrenness (Is. 54:1) illustrates
how the Bible capitalizes on the use of barrenness as a literary device and how barrenness
carries nationalistic connotations. Rabbinic exegesis discusses legal issues of childless
marriage and even equates a childless person to one who is dead (4Avodah Zarah 5a). In
addition, the rabbis offer midrashic explanation as to why the matriarchs were barren and
also invoke an allegoric understanding of akarut.’® Tkhines and modern texts make
reference to many biblical and rabbinic themes and provide the subject matter for much
of the music discussed. Below, a similar chronological investigation of sources (biblical,
rabbinic, and modern literary texts) as well as relevant musical examples, are discussed in
conjunction with each biblical barren woman: Sarah who rejoices at motherhood, Rachel
who cries for her children, and Hannah who prays from her heart.

30 Zierler, 1-2.
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IL. Sarah:

“Now Sarai was barren, she had no child.” (Gen. 11:30)

Sarah, the first Jewish woman, and ultimately, the first Jewish mother is
introduced as having an absence.’! While Abraham is defined by a lineage and extended
family, Sarah, in contrast, is defined by her barrenness. At first, Sarah chooses surrogate
motherhood as a fulfillment of God’s will and offers her handmaid, Hagar, to Abraham.
“God has kept me from bearing. Consort with my maid; perhaps I shall have a son
through her” (Gen. 16:2). As mentioned above, a married childless man could try to have
offspring with a handmaid or a second wife--a normal practice in biblical times.*

Despite Sarah’s barrenness, God makes it clear that only Sarah can bear the child
of the promise.*® Sarah’s destiny and status is insured through a story in which three men,
who uitimately prove to be divine messengers, visit Abraham and Sarah. After some rest
and food, the guests inquire about Sarah. Told that she is in the tent, one visitor (now

singular) reveals that upon his return in the spring, Sarah shall have a son (Gen. 18:10).

j; Ellen Frankel, The Five Books of Miriam (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers Inc., 1996), 14.
33 Phytlis Trible, “Genesis 22, The Sacrifice of Sarah” in Women in the Hebrew Bibie, ed. Alice Bach (New
York and London: Routledge, 1999), 282.
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Sarah, hearing this pronouncement, laughs within herself (Gen. 18: 12) as she is old and
as the Bible notes, post-menopausal (Gen.18: 11).

Notwithstanding Sarah’s age, the rabbis argue that Sarah remained beautiful.
They maintain that her body did not suffer the ugliness of pregnancy and “for the entire
ninety years during which Sarah did not give birth to a child, she was like a bride under
the marriage canopy.”* The rabbis seem interested in preserving Sarah’s beauty and
bride-like youthfullness. As such, the explanation mitigates any ‘“ugliness” she would
have due to old age. In addition, it reinforces the extraordinary quality of her conception
because ordinarily, one would not equate a ninety year-old woman with the youthful
beauty of a young bride.

Meanwhile, parallel to Sarah’s barrenness is the barrenness of the wife of
Avimelekh, king of Gerar. Avimelekh had originally taken Sarah for himself before he
knew she was married to Abraham. Ultimately, Avimelekh returns Sarah to Abraham
upon learning (from God) that Abraham is a prophet and will pray for him (Gen. 20: 7).
Abraham not only prayed for Avimelekh but for his entire house (including his wife and
his servants) and Avimelekh’s wife ultimately bore children (Gen. 20:17).

3 Bereshit Rabbah, Chapter 45, Section 4.

16




Shortly thereafter, the narrative reports “God visited Sarah...” (Gen. 21:1).%
Because Abraham prayed for Avimelekh, Rashi explains that Abraham will also
personally reap the benefits of this prayer.

‘God had visited Sarah...” It (scripture) places this section after the preceding one

to teach you that whoever prays for mercy on behalf of another when he himself

also is in need of that very thing for which he prays on the other’s behalf, will
himself first receive a favorable response from God...*

Thus, Rashi affirms that Abraham would ultimately be rewarded (with a son) for
praying for the fertility of another man and his household.

Another commentator further develops the notion of praying or engaging in an act of
kindness for an entire household as a form of tzedakah (righteous giving). The story of
Abraham and Avimelekh is included in a story in which a childless man visited the Chafetz
Chayyim, a pious teacher of the early 20 century. The Chafetz Chayyim advised an act of
tzedakah so that God might reward him with fertility, just like Abraham and Avimelekh.

The visitor was seeking advice on sympathetic rituals that would ensure his

fertility. The Chafetz Chayyim said ‘I do not have any such knowledge, but I will

tell you this: choose one act of kindness to tend to here in the city, and perhaps

God will reward you for caring for the needs of others...” Three years later, this

visitor had a son. As Abraham prayed for the household of Avimelekh, so the
visitor cared for the needs of the community. And both were rewarded.’’

3% Additional discussion of the verb “visited” (pakad e) and its importance appears below in the text.

3% Chumash With Targum Onkelos, Haphtaroth and Rashi’s Commentary, translated by A.M. Silberman and
M. Rosenbaum (Jerusalem: Silberman, 1985), 87.

37 Someone once visited the Chafetz Chayyim...Yisrael Meir ben Aryeh, Sefer Shem Olam (Jerusalem:
Hamesorah, n.d.), pt. I, chapt 8. In Nina Beth Cardin, Tears of Sorrow Seeds of Hope (Woodstock,
Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1999), 49-50.
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In this case, the Chafetz Chayyim’s suggestion of an “act of kindness™ is likened
to Abraham’s prayer for the household of Avimelekh. The Bible, Rashi and the Chafetz
Chayyim all suggest that God may reward one with fertility for caring for the needs of
others. > While there are other stories and tkhines for women praying for fertility, this
story illustrates a proactive role for a man who wants to increase or ensure his fertility.
While the Chafetz Chayyim’s message of tzedakah is universal, the visitor in this
anecdote is a man who is concerned about his fertility—not his wife’s fertility per se.
This is notable because the Bible does not speak of Abraham (or other men) as barren
(akarah). However, a man without an heir (during biblical times) was known as “ariri”
from the root meaning “destroyed.”® Moreover, in post-biblical times, the rabbis
continue the discussion and are most concerned with a married man who had not fulfilled
his duty to have children.* As such, childlessness casts stigma on both men and women:
a woman is akarah (uprooted) while a man is ariri (destroyed).
While Sarah is initially akarah (barren), the Bible reports that Sarah was ninety years
old (Gen. 17:17) when she gave birth to Isaac. “God took note of Sarah as God had promised

and God did for Sarah as he had spoken™ (Gen. 21: 1-2). The Hebrew verb “took note” (pakad

3% Rabbi Nina Beth Cardin underscores the Chafetz Chayyim’s notion that tzedakah is no guarantee of

fertility. However, she notes a strong connection between fertility and zedakah. Giving opens one up to

receiving. Thus, one can redirect a negative experience to influence one’s self or life in 8 positive way.

% The akarah is different from the aylonit (“ram-like”) who has never menstruated. See Rashi on Gen.

15:2 concerning a man without an heir, in Chumash With Targum Onkelos, Haphtaroth and Rashi’s

gommemmy, translated by A.M. Silberman and M. Rosenbaum (Jerusalem: Silberman, 1985), 59.
Klein, 16.
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et Sarah) is also used in connection with the birth of Samuel (I Sam. 2:21). In both cases, the
verb connotes the direct involvement of God in human affairs, Furthermore, both new-born
infants are children of destiny.*! The Hebrew root (p-k-d) reinforces God’s involvement in
both births.

The Hebrew stem p-k-d connotes the direct involvement or intervention of God in

human affairs. This can be of a providential nature or it can be judgmental or

redemptive. The verb is a leitmotif of the divine promises of national redemption
from Egyptian slavery. The birth of Isaac thus marks a new and momentous stage
in the unfolding plan of history. The muitiplicity of descriptive terms for the event
in verses 1-2 further emphasizes its extraordinary nature.*

Another extraordinary birth, in addition to Isaac is thc birth of Moses: Jochebed,
was one hundred thirty years old when she gave birth to Moses. According to the rabbis,
birth to such geriatric mothers implies the hold of a divine hand.*® This is what makes the
story of Sarah so remarkable. In fact, Phyllis Trible notes that Sarah’s name appears four
times in the narrative in conjunction with her old age.*

Birth to aged parents is also found in a Hassidic story about a couple of advanced
age who came to the rabbi for advice. In Sadeh’s, Jewish Folktales, a collection of

Hebrew folktales compiled in 19® century, one particular folktale equates reward with

! Jewish Publication Society Torah Commentary, ed. Nehum M. Sarna. (Philadelphia, New York and
Jerusalem: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 145.

“ Ibid., 145.

3 Genesis Rabah 94: 9

4 Trible, 283.
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fertility (punishment with barrenness).** In this story, a tailor fathers a son at age 70. Like
the story of Abraham and Sarah, Michele Klein notes that the late arrival of a son to aged
parents is considered to be a gift from God.

Another Hassidic story from Legends of the Ba'al Shem Tov illustrates a similar
point: The Ba‘al Shem Tov, the 18™ century founder of Hassidism, prophesizes that a
couple of advanced age would soon have a child for honoring the Sabbath.*® Following
the advice of the sage, the couple conceives even though it would seem physiclogically
impossible. Both stories point to the divine involvement in a birth to aged parents.

Along with the folk tales, both the rabbis and the biblical narrative suggest that
Sarah was a geriatric (yet beautiful) barren woman. Aviva Zornberg points out that
Sarah’s identity occupies a kind of paradoxical existence as she is described as both the
“barren one” and the “joyous mother.” Zornberg maintains that these are not simply
successive stages of life but both remain necessary functions of her identity.*” She is
always both akarah and mother of children. As such, Sarah grows to celebrate an event
that developed from pain and struggle. But Zornberg hints that the pain of akarut is not
completely mitigated by the joy of motherhood. Rather, both the pain and the joy remain

constant parts of Sarah’s ilentity, functioning together in a kind of dialectic relationship.

4 p. Sadeh , Jewish Folktales (New York: Doubleday, 1989), 337-338.
46 Martin Buber, Legends of the Ba’al Shem Tov (New York: Schocken, 1969), 179-184.
47 Zomberg , 77.




The great Yiddish poet, Itsik Manger, captures the image of Sarah as joyous
mother in his poem “Di Muter Sore Zingt Yitskhakien a Shlaflied” (Mother Sarah Sings
Isaac a Lullaby). First, Isaac’s name itself receives a diminutive ending which illustrates
the tender closeness between mother and son. Second, Sarah’s name appears twice in the
poem, and each time, it is preceded with the word “murer” (mother). The poem begins
“Di muter Sore vigt di vig...” (mother Sarah rocks the cradle) and concludes with the
phrase “Der muter Sores Lid” (mother Sarah’s lullaby). The entirety of the poem is
encapsulated with images of Sarah as mother: rocking her son’s cradle and singing him a
lullaby—the loving actions of a mother. This reinforces one side of Zornberg’s paradox:
Manger casts Sarah as a tender loving mother celebrating a tender joyous moment, not a
geriatric barren woman.

In Manger’s poem, mother Sarah explains that a shepherd tends his sheep out in
the yard. The lambs are arguing whether it is day or night. In the style of talmudic
argument, the lambs cite examples of daily events to support their side as to whether it is
day or night. For example, one explains that the dry good’s man has closed his shop and
therefore it must be night, Finally, the shepherd suggests that the lambs ask baby Isaac to
determine the answer. Because Isaac has shut his eyes, Sarah suggests that it is night. The

shepherd states an emphatic “well-then” and tip-toes away and takes with him (in his

flute) mother Sarah’s lullaby.




The two lambs evoke the scholarly banter of the rabbis, each searching for

evidence to support his argument. The image of God as a shepherd is familiar: “God is
my Shepherd, I shall not want” (Ps. 23:1). What is the symbolism then of the shepherd
taking with him Sarah’s lullaby? The shepherd takes note of Sarah, taking the song from
her mouth, just as God fook note of her so that she conceived. Perhaps the shepherd’s
visit is akin to God’s divine visitation of Sarah (pakad et Sarah) or the angel’s visit to
Abraham and Sarah. It is during the shepherd’s visit that the “truth” is revealed to the
arguing lambs. So too in God’s visit to Sarah, the promise is revealed.

One setting of Manger’s poem by Leybu Levin (1914-1983) is a gentle lullaby
written for two voices. The melody (arranged by Abram Vindernitz) is included ona
compact disc titled Songs of Leybu Levin, published posthumously by Workmen’s Circle,
New York in 1998. The melody is soothing and it evokes the loving sounds that a mother
would hum to her most precious child. Written in a conventional western harmonic style,
the piece is firmly set in f minor with some detours into the relative major key of A flat.
There are two melodies, which are denoted (in Appendix 1) as melody “A” and “B.”

The piece begins with melody A with both voices in harmony explaining together

that mother Sarah rocks the cradle; this melody is subsequently used in conjunction with
other images of Sarah and Isaac. For example, melody A is used a second time at verse
six (measure 43) where the Shepherd suggests that the flock ask Isaac himself whether it

is day or night and continues as Mother Sarah explains that the shepherd and the sheep
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are at the door. Melody A, with slight variations (vocal harmonic writing in sixths as

opposed to thirds), notated as A2, recurs at measure 58. This slight shift in melody and
harmony appears as mother Sarah explains that it must be night because /saac has shut
his eyes.

Melody B is used in conjunction with the bantering lambs as they debate whether
it is day or night. In a quasi-cantorial style, Levin uses a recitation tone to express the
emphatic assertion of the first lamb that it must be day (measure 11). The second lamb
“responds” (measure 13) and argues that it must be night. The lambs go back and forth
arguing, each one citing examples in a talmudic style as to whether it is day or night.

The piece concludes with melody A as the shepherd tip-toes away, taking with
him mother Sarah’s lullaby. As in the beginning of the piece (and like the other A
sections), both voices sing together in harmony. The two sections flow effortlessly and
underscore the excitement of the lamb’s debate cast against Sarah’s soothing care of her
son, Isaac.

As mentioned above, the poetic image of the shepherd symbolizes God’s
visitation to Sarah, In addition, the shepherd is ultimately the greatest arbiter for the
lambs, helping them to settle their debate. So too was God the ultimate progenitor of the

promise of future generations, visiting Sarah so that she may conceive.

Manger was not the only one to develop the idea of Sarah singing a lullaby to

Isaac. In the biblical operetta, “dkeydas Yitskhok™ (The Binding of Isaac) by Abraham




Goldfaden (1840-1908), mother Sarah sings “Shlaflied * (a lullaby), a melody arranged

by Henry A. Russotto, to her baby, Isaac. Similar to the Levin piece, the lullaby evokes
the maternal love by using the idiom of the jullaby.

In the Levin melody, the lullaby is soothing. In Goldfaden’s melody, the tullaby is
more haunting and a bit melancholy. The sad and haunting musical quality reflects
Goldfaden’s words “For see how lonely Sarah rocks her only child.” Unlike Levin's
melody which underscores Sarah in a tender joyous moment arxl frequently refers to her
as “mother Sarah,” Goldfaden’s image of Sarah tends more toward the other side of
Zornberg’s paradox: Sarah as lonely, rootless or akarah.

The Goldfaden piece (Appendix 2) begins with Sarah speaking directly to God
saying, “Oh dear, true God, praise be Thou for remembering me. Now I thank Thee for
this gift, presented to such oldsters.” The language evokes the style of the tkhine, which
often begins by thanking God for a particular action.*® Also, the words “remembering
me,” reference the biblical language of divine visitation or remembrance (pakad et). God
was aware of Sarah’s suffering insofar as God took note and remembered Sarah.

The phrase “...presented to such oldsters.” (oif der elter ihr geshenit) highlights
the divine intervention of a miraculous birth to a mother of old age. The theological

message of Sarah’s pregnancy is that only God can make a physiological impossibility a

“® A tkhine for Blessing of the New Moon begins with “Please, I beseech You, blessed God, who
generously provides food and clothing to all creatures...” Tracy Guren Klirs The Merit of our Mothers
(Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 1992), 78.




Neither Rachel nor Hannah had any specifically named physiological reasons that
prevented conception. It Sarah’s case, God transcends the physical limitations of old age.
The music expresses Sarah’s dualistic identity as both barren and joyous. While
both musical examples include descriptions of Sarah after she conceived, images of the
pain and loneliness of akarut still remain. For example, in “Shlaflied” she is described as
lonely as she rocks (her only son) Isaac’s cradle. However, in “Di Muter Sore...” she is
joyous as she tends Yitskhaklen “darling Isaac” in his cradle. Musically, “Shiaflied” is a
bit more melancholy while “Di Muter Sore...” is more soothing. Placing these lullabies
side by side, the implication is that the pain and loneliness of barrenness does not
disappear with the birth of a child. The emotional pain in conjunction with her joyous
motherhood is retained and absorbed into Sarah’s identity. Sarah, like Rachel and Hannah
below, are complex figures whose personal akarut resonates with other aspects of their

identity as women and mothers.




III. Rachel:

“And the Lord saw that Leah was hated and he opened her womb, and Rachel was barren.” (Gen. 29:31)

Jacob had two wives and he loved one more than the other (Gen. 29:30). Rachel
was the loved one—the one for whom Jacob had worked seven years. However, Jacob
was given, Leah, the older daughter, as was custom during that time. Leah believed that
mothering Jacob’s firstborn son, she would gain Jacob’s love. “Surely now my husband
will love me”(Gen.29: 32), she explains, Leah ultimately bears Jacob six sons and one
daughter (and two sons, Gad and Asher, through her handmaid, Zilpah,) while Rachel
remains barren. The reader feels sympathy for both women--for Leah, who is not loved
and for Rachel who longs for a child but has none.*

Rachel, envious of her sister, airs her frustration to Jacob. Rachel comments,
“Give me children or else [ will die” (Gen. 30:1). Jacob, angrily retorts, “Can I take the
place of God, who has denied you fruit of the womb?” (Gen. 30:1-2) Aviva Zornberg
explains a bit about the language, and argues that Rachel, (based on the commentary of
Rashi and Seforno) is describing a meaningless existence without children as opposed to
an angry threat to her husband.

* Exum, 79.
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Literally, the Hebrew translates as “or I am dead.” Rashi quoting the midrash,
writes “One who has no children is accounted as dead.”™® Seforno quotes from
Isaiah 56:3 “I am a withered tree.” Both commentators understand Rachel not to
be having a feminine tantrum—threatening her husband with dire consequences,
if he does not “give” her children. Rather, she is simply describing a dull
meaninglessness, a loss of sap in her life. And Jacob’s anger becomes
comprehensible, It is painful for him to hear his wife—whom he loves for
himself, not as a means for procreation—declare so plainly that her primary
passion is not for him.!

Zornberg uses the image of a loss of tree sap, which invokes the aforementioned
idea of an akarah as an uprooted tree. Like Sarah’s anger at Abraham (Gen. 16:5), Exum
notes that [Rachel’s] dissatisfaction with her position receives recognition, but the real
locus of the problem, the patriarchal system, remains unacknowledged; thus, the
matriarchs can only vent their frustration at the patriarchs.*?

Rachel, barren and angry, gives Jacob her maidservant, Bithah, so that Jacob may
have children through her. Ellen Frankel, writing in 2 modern midrashic voice through
the eyes of Rachel, explains the significance of the two children (and their names) that
Bilhah bears on Rachel’s behalf.

Mother Rachel recounts...I gave my husband my maid, Bilhah, as a concubine so
that “through her I too may have children.” I said to Jacob: “consort with her, that
she may bear on my knees”(Gen. 30: 3). The names I gave Bilhah’s two sons
expressed my own bitter disappointment: Dan, which I took to mean “God has
vindicated me; indeed, God has heeded my plea and given {dananni] me a son”
(Gen. 30:6); and Naphtali, meaning “a fateful contest I waged

5% Bereshit Rabah 71:6.
3! Zomberg, 210.
2 Exum, 79.
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[naphtule...niphtalti] with my sister; yes, and I have prevailed” (Gen. 30:8). What
a hollow victory these births were for me!**

Rachel, desperate for children, takes initiative and asks her sister Leah for
fertility-producing duda’im, mandrake plants or “love flowers,”* a botanical folk-remedy
which was said to be some type of aphrodisiac®® in exchange for Jacob’s conjugal
services (Gen. 30: 14). When he returns from the field, Leah orders him to sleep with her
that night—a reference to the fact that Rachel had suggested that Jacob lie with Leah in
exchange for the duda'im. Without questions, he performs his duty (Gen. 30: 14-18),
yielding Leah an unexpected son.

Finally, Rachel conceives. “God remembered Rachel; God harkened to her and
opened her womb” (Gen.30: 22). In this verse, God “remembers” Rachel from the root
“zachar” which means “remembered.” The Talmud suggests that God remembered
Rachel in the sense the God took cognizance of her virtues; in addition, this event was
said to have taken place on Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Remembrance.*

Moreover, the Torah uses different verbs to describe God’s involvement and
intercession with the matriarchs. As mentioned in the previous chapter, “God took note of

Sarah™ (pakad et Sarah). While the Hebrew verb “pakad” connotes the direct

3 Frankel, 57.

34 Encyclopedia Judaica, 1971 ed., s.v. “Barrenness and Fertility,” 258,

%% The Artscroll Tanach commentary suggests possible translations for duda 'im including jasmine, violets,
and basket of figs.

%6 Rosh Hashanah 11a.
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involvement or intervention of God in human affairs,”’ “yizkor” or “remembering” (in the

Bible) “particularly on the part of God, is not the retention or recollection of a mental
image, but a focusing upon the object of memory that results in action.”*® In other words,
God’s remembering of Rachel carries an implication of action—in this case—conceiving
and giving birth.

Rachel is also invoked as a metaphoric mother of Israel in the book of Jeremiah.
She weeps for her children who have been exiled from the land of Israel.

Thus said God, A voice is heard on high, wailing, bitter weeping, Rachel weeps

for her children; she refuses to be consoled for her children, they are gone. Thus

said God: Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears; for there is

reward for your accomplishment—the word of God —and they will return from the

enemy’s land. There is hope for your future—the word of God—and your

children will return to their border (Jeremiah 31: 15-16).

Rashi interprets “a voice is heard on high” to mean Rachel’s voice in the heavens
--b ‘ramah. However, Jeremiah refers to the actual geographical location (ramah), which
is located five miles north of Jerusalem between gibeon and beeroth (see Joshua 18:25).
The double entendre on “ramah” bridges the heavens (where Rachel is heard) and the

earth (where Rachel is buried). According to ancient Jewish legend, “Jacob intentionally

37 Jewish Publication Society Torah Commentary, ed. Nahum M. Sarna. (Philadelphia, New York and
Jerusalem: The Jewish Publication Saciety, 1989, 145.
Ibid, 56.
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buried her [Rachel] there by the road-side, because he foresaw that his descendants would

pass by on the way to exile and she would weep and intercede for them.”*

Rachel’s tomb (kever rachel) has long been a pilgrimage site for women who are
infertile and wish to conceive; moreover, Klein notes that it has been common for the
childless to visit the graves of holy persons who have had their prayers answered.® Many
people hope that by visiting Rachel’s grave, they too will be “remembered.”

Invoking Jeremiah, a particular tkhine recalls Rachel’s merit. Known as “Tkhine
of the Matriarchs: Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah,” the tkhine comes from a prayer
book known as Korban Mincha Siddur.® Noting the section of Jeremiah in which
Rachel weeps for her children, the speaker asks God to accept her prayers by the merit of
Mother Rachel who was said to be faithful and by whose merit her children Isracl would
go forth from exile. As such, Rachel’s motherhood was a metaphor for mothering the
children of Israel and their liberation from exile. The speaker continues and explains how
Israel cried and wailed by Mother Rachel’s tomb when they were led into the captivity of
Nebuzaradan.

Our faithful mother, how can you look on as we are being led into exile? Rachel

rose up to God, blessed by [sic.] He, and spoke with a bitter cry: “Master of the

Universe! Your mercy is certainly greater than that of any hurnan being.

Therefore, since I had compassion on my sister Leah, when our father switched us
and gave her to my husband Jacob in my stead, then You, O God, who is

A. Cohen, Jeremiah with Hebrew Text and English Translation. Commentary by H. Freedman, (London:
Soncino Press, 1961), 206.

% Klein, 23.

¢! Rivka Zakttinsky, 4 Voice From the Heart, rev. ed. (Brooklyn: Aura Printing, Inc., 1999), 75.
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completely merciful and compassionate, it is fitting that You have mercy.” Thus
God did answer: “You are right. I will redeem your children from their troubles.”
Therefore we pray to You that this be fulfilled by her merit.5

In this tkhine, Rachel is given a certain agency. She “ rose up” to God and “spoke
with a bitter cry.” This is similar to Hannah’s prayer, which will be discussed below.
Rachel, however, is not invoked as a barren woman, but as a faithful mother of all the
children of Israel. Perhaps this is because she had compassion on her sister who had
precisely what she wanted most—a child. Rachel makes reference to her own
compassion for her sister to argue for God’s compassion on all the children of Israel. God
answers her and agrees to redeem the children from exile.

The idea of Rachel as “mother of Israel” is also seen in Rahel Bluwstein’s (1890-
1931) poem entitled “Rachel,” (1926). Bluwstein describes mother Rachel as “em ha-
em” or “mother of mothers.” This phrase ascribes to Rachel a kind of status as mother
that is not seen in other matriarchs. While Sarah is remembered as a mother who (through
God) had a miraculous birth at an old age, and Hannah is remembered as the woman who
prayed to God, the ultimate progenitor, Rachel is mother of all mothers, em ha’em, a
mother of unique status. Rachel is considered mother of mothers because biblically, she

was the mother of the Benjamin and Joseph tribes, whose descendents included Ephraim

2 Ibid., 82-83.
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and Menasseh. Therefore, she was the female progenitor of the tribes that composed
much of Israel, the northern kingdom.%?

Bluwstein’s other poem about mother Rachel, “akarah” (mentioned in Chapter I)
also invokes Mother Rachel but this time, the poet writes about Mother Rachel’s bitter
complaining at not having a child. Bluwstein’s two different descriptions of Rachel
reflect the dualistic quality of Rachel: she is bitter (weeping) and yet she is also a mother
of great stature. While Rachel occupies this special status of em ha-em, she is not spared
the pain of loss.

Rachel’s weeping in the text from Jeremiah (in conjunction with other biblical
verses) is recited in a service called “seder chatsot ’ known also as Lamentations at
Midnight. The pious are accustomed to rise at midnight, sit on the floor (without shoes),
put ashes on their foreheads and read lamentations on the fall of Zion and prayers for
redemption.** A particular paragraph from this service includes verses from Jeremiah,
Isaiah, and Lamentation stitched together in the medieval style of linking p 'sukim to
create a liturgical section.%®

Cantor David Roitman (1884-1943) set the end of the liturgical paragraph to

music and titled the piece “Rochel M’vakoh Al Baneho,” Rachel Weeps for her Children.

% Encyclopedia Judaica, 1971 ed., s.v. “Rachel,” 1488,

 Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim, The Early Masters and the Later Masters, Schocken Books ed.
1991, with a foreword by Chaim Potok, trans. Olga Marx (New York: Schocken Books,1947), 332.

¢ See Artscrofl Siddur (y 'hi kavod of the shacharit service) as an example of biblical verses stitched
together.
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Published in 1930, the great composer and music director, Abraham Wolf Binder,
arranged this popular liturgical lament. The text contains five different biblical passages,
which are denoted in the music (see Appendix 3) with the letters A-E. The complete
Hebrew text is also included in Appendix 3. Each letter represents a new biblical
passage.

The piece begins in F Magen Avot but is preceded by an introduction of four
measures in which a b natural is heard. The b natural foreshadows the ahavah rabah that
is used later in the piece. While the accompaniment is reminiscent of Beethoven, it is
unmistakably cantorial in its use of the cantorial modes and the centrality of the voice.
After the first few lines of text, the piece shifts to a feeling of B flat minor by moving up
a fourth—a common shift in Jewish music. Over this B flat minor chord, Rochel’s name
(from Jeremiah 31:15) is heard for the fist time: “Rochel m’vakoh al boneho.”

At measure 12, the harmonization of the melody in the accompaniment uses the
interval of the sixth, which is reminiscent of the meshor 'rim style. B flat minor continues
and cadences to a major 111 chord (measure 13) at the word boneho (children)—
emphasizing the importance of the word “children” with the brightness of the major
chord.

Measure 23 brings a suggestion of B flat ahavah rabah with a strong d natural on

the word “Au.” The d natural sounds declamatory (coming from the E flat) which

reinforces the declamation “on this day!” Isaiah explains the God has chosen *“this day”




for crying and lamenting and donning sackcloth (Is. 22:12). The declamation is echoed in
the accompaniment with 3 forte sixteenth-note triplets ascending the scale. In one
particular recording, Cantor Joseph Malovany sings the piece with the Hungarian State
Orchestra and after the words “ba yom ha hu,” the triplet figures are boldly articulated by
the brass section, communicating a kind of regal and royal announcement.

After two measures of emphatic triplets, (measures 27-28), a shift in text (to
Lamentations 1:16; letter D) evokes the image of children and weeping. These images are
consistent with the imagery used in the first section from Jeremiah 31:15 when the
speaker first explains that Rachel is weeping for her children. Interestingly enough, this
introduction of Lamentations 1:16 also marks the musical moment where the pure B flat
ahavah rabbah is heard—the mode which “cries in the pain” in its use of the augmented
second between the second and third degrees of the scale. This occurs on the words
“over these I weep.” The speaker continues expressing pain, “my eye continuously runs
with water because a comforter to restore my soul is far from me” (Lam. 1:16).

At measure 34, the piece climaxes to a high B flat as the voice cries out the words
“[my comforter is] far from me” (ki rochak memeini). The high note, as well as the fact
that this phrase is repeated in the music with subsequent high notes, reinforces God’s
distance and the notion that comfort was all but gone. The pain and distance expressed in

this emphatic cry underscores the pain Rachel felt as her children were sent to exile.




___———

However, it is not only pain that Rachel experiences. Perhaps Zorberg’s paradox
can also be extended to Rachel: Rachel is in pain over her children’s exile and she is also

“em ha-em,” a mother of great status. Even the greatest mothers, the strongest women
with tremendous stamina, experience great pain and are at times driven to tears. In this
regard, Zomberg’s dualistic approach offers a composite picture of Rachel: she possesses
great strength and she has moments of utter despair. Musically, this duality is expressed
in the contrast between and the regal, pride-inspiring sounds of the accompaniment
(measure 23-24) and the moumful crying (measure 34).

At measure 43 (again from Lamentations 1:16), the speaker explains “my children
have become forlorn because the enemy has prevailed.” The word “enemy” or “oyev” is
articulated with four 32* notes and lands on an A flat—the subtonic of B flat ahavah

rabah. In terms of the mode, the subtonic indicates a pre-concluding phrase and
ultimately the end of the piece. The “ayev” figure is elongated in the accompaniment
(measures 43 and 44) and exploits the use of the A flat (subtonic) to build tension and
delay the finality of the piece.

The last line of text (letter E) comes from Isaiah: The prophet explains, “Behold,
their herald cries out, outside, messengers of peace wept bitterly” (Is. 33:7). Again, Isaiah

explains the day is bitter; this section of Isaiah (33:7) works in conjunction with Isaiah’s

other declamation that this is a day of crying, lamenting and donning sackcloth (Is. 22:12).




In typical modal writing, & vii to I cadence is heard at the end of the phrase, declaring the
bitterness of the exile.

Rachel, while in pain at her children’s exile is also a mother of great stature. Her
identity is complex with moments of pride and moments of intense sadness. In seder
chatsot, the image of Rachel crying for her children (Jeremiah 31: 14-16) is used in
conjunction with an image from Lam. 1:16 of God’s distance (ki rochak memeini). Yet,
she is also the matriarch who God “remembered” (vayizkor)—a verb used (as explained
above) to illustrate God’s closeness and direct intervention. Rachel, like Hannah below,

experiences both God’s closeness and God’s distance.




IV. Hanngh:

“There was a certain man from Ramathaim-zophim, from Mowunt Ephraim, whose name was Elkanah... He
had two wives; one’s name was Hannah and the second’s name was Peninnah, Peninnah had children, bwt

Hannah had no children. " (1 Samuel 1:1-3)

Hannah is introduced, like Sarah, as having an absence. She has no children. Yet
despite the lower status of childlessness, the Bible makes it clear her husband, Elkanah,
favors Hannah because she receives a double portion (of mana) while Peninnah and her
sons and daughters received single portions (I Samuel 1:4-5). While it may appear
contradictory (that the wife with no children should be given the double portion), Exum

points out that only the favored wift is initially barren.%

God had closed her womb (I Samuel 1:6). In her pain, she prayed fervently for a child
and pledges that her son, should she conceive, will serve God (I Samuel 1:11). Esther Fuchs
points out that Hannah circumvents the authority of both Elkanah and Eli (the priest) by
making a vow to God out of her own initiative.’” When she began to pray for a child, Hannah
prayed in such an unrecognizable way that Eli thought she was drunk (I Samuel 1:13).

However, this “drunkenness” can be seen as a kind of innovation and makes Hannah unique

% Exum, 78.
87 Esther Fuchs “The Literary Characterization of Mothers and Sexual Politics in the Hebrew Bible” in
Women in the Hebrew Bible ed. Alice Bach (New York and London: Routledge, 1999) 132,




from the other matriarchs; Wendy Zierler notes Hannah is the most innovative (of all the
barren women in the Bible), creating her own kind of prayer to plead before God for a child.®®
In rabbinic literature, Hannah’s silent prayer for a child has become a Jewish
prototype and paradigm for all personal prayers.*® She was said to have moved her lips
but no words emerged: “Hannah was speaking to her heart—only her lips moved, but her
voice was not heard...” (I Samuel 1: 13). The notion of a silent amida (in which the lips
move without sounding any words) mirrors Hannah’s prayer at Shiloh.
In the Talmud (Berachot 31b) Hannalz also pleads with God directly and asks
“From all of the hosts of hosts that You created in Your world, is it difficult in Your eyes

to give me one son?""" In this Talmudic discussion (Berachot 31b), Hannah is given a

certain agency as she herself is said to be pleading with God directly—much like her
pleading in the biblical text itself. There is no intercessor in this passage. This is
significant because it reinforces Susan Niditch’s point that women are given certain

agency with the divine when it comes to matters of conception.”
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Moreover, the Talmud likens Hannah’s request of God for a child to a poor man
who asks a King at his banquet for a small morsel of food.” In this passage, Hannah is
given certain humility. She does not ask for many children—only one child—a morsel
from the great banquet. In her prayer to God, she is assertive by still humble.

Over time, Hannah has become an archetype for many women who pray for
children and for those who wish to conceive. A number of rkhines include references to
Hannah and her success in giving birth. For example, a tkhine known as “A Pregnant
Woman's Prayer” invokes Hannah who prayed for a son: “I pray unto You, Lord God of
Israel, that you consider my prayer as You did that of Mother Channo, the prophetess

who prayed for a son, the prophet Shmuel. "™

Contemporary Hebrew poet, Yocheved Bat-Miriam (1901-1980) also uses the
image of Hannah praying. In her work “Merahok™ (1932), she draws on the biblical scene
of Hannah’s prayer to present Hannah praying from her heart (I Sam. 1).

Hannah who went up for the festival.
Day after day to the tabernacle.

To pray, to speak her heart.

Her prayer without sound without tear.

Different from her am L.

And different also is my expression.
But like her longing among the shadows
I will stand and speak my heart-—
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How different from Rachel whose primary response was to cry! Here the speaker
prays “without tear.” In addition, while the speaker notes that she is different than
Hannah, she likens herself to Hannah in her quest “to stand and speak [her] heart.” In this
regard, Hannah is a role model for those longing to speak in a tender, heartfelt manner.

Rahel Bluwstein (1890-1931), mentioned above, also invoked Hannah’s story of

longing in her contemporary poem “Akarah.” The speaker of the poem likens her desire

for a child to the bitterness of Rachel’s struggle and the prayer of Hannah at Shiloh

Still, I'll complain like Rachel.

Still, I'll pray like Hannah in Shiloh,

Still, ’Il wait for him.”

This poem has been the subject of several music compositions including Israeli
composer, Paul Ben-Haim (1897-1984). Née Paul Frankenburger, Ben-Haim’s
composition is a romantic Lied setting’® of Bluwstein’s poem. Contemporary Israeli
singer and songwriter, Achinoam Nini has also set this poem in popular style ballad.

In addition, American cantor and composer, Benjie Elien Schiller (b.1958)
composed a cantata based on the biblical text of Hannah’s prayer (I Samwuel 1-2) entitled
“Hannah.” (1991). Commissioned by North American Academy of Liturgy to be a

canticle of Hannah for an interdenominational religious gathering, the piece was
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premiered in an interdenominational religious service. The piece was originally written
for soprano, women’s chorus, and piano.” The cantata tells the story of Hannah, a barren
woman whose prayer is answered by God (adaptation of I Samwel 1-2). In its final
version, the story is told through the voice of two narrators: a soprano and a tenor.

The piece as a whole is rooted in a basic structure of functional harmony, but has
a number of significant departures from a classic harmonic style. Schiller extends
traditional harmony by adding fourths to major and minor triads (measure 22) and in
some cases, avoiding the third degree of the scale (measures 1 and 2), which prevents the
establishment of a major or minor tonality. The complexity in many of the chords (which
includes added fourths or stacked thirds as well as the rich use of 7* chords) imitates a
kind of impressionistic style, which runs throughout the composition.

“Hannah” can be divided into 7 sections. The first section (measures 1-38)
introduces Hannah’s actions, which are narrated through t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>