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Thesis Summary
Leah Rachel Berkowitz

February 4, 2008

“Who Built Up the House of Israel”:
Reproductive Power Plays in the Biblical Narrative.”

My thesis provides an in-depth analysis of three biblical stories in which women
used their limited resources to assert themselves in difficult situations and achieve their
goals in spite of tremendous obstacles. My research shows that one of the primary goals
of both women and men in the biblical narrative was the “building up one’s house”
(livnot bayit) by having children, especially sons. By accomplishing this goal, one
ensured the status, productivity, and continuity of one’s household. Because bearing
children was essential to the members of this society, women gained power in various
situations due to their exclusive control over, and access to, the reproductive sphere.

I made use of several new resources for interpreting the Bible through both
literary-critical and sociohistorical lenses. These included Robert Alter’s The Five Books
of Moses (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004); the Jewish Publication Society’s
Torah Commentary series (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989-1996, 5 vols);
Adele Berlin and Marc Brettler’s The Jewish Study Bible (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2004); and Tamara Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss’s The Torah: A Women's
Commentary (New York: URJ Press, 2007). Along with these and other modern and
feminist biblical commentaries, the research of Dr. Carol Meyers (Duke University) also
contributed heavily to my understanding of these texts.

I conclude my thesis with a section on implications for teaching these texts in an
Adult Education setting, as well as a three-part Adult Education module. For these
sections of the thesis, I made use of Barry Holtz’s book, Textual Knowledge: Teaching
the Bible in Theory and in Practice (New York: The Jewish Theological Seminary, 2003)
and Women's Ways of Knowing, by Mary Belenky, Blythe McVicker Clinchy, Nancy
Rule Goldberger, and Jill Mattuck Tarule (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1997).

This thesis contains five chapters. Each of the three central chapters contains an
annotated translation of one of these texts (Genesis 30:1-24, Genesis 38, and Exodus
1:15-22), an analysis of the essential questions of these texts, and the implications for
teaching these texts in an Adult Education setting. The chapters are divided as follows:
Introduction (2-11).

Big Love—The Birth of the Twelve Tribes of Israel (12-44).

I Won’t Take This Lying Down—The Story of Tamar (45-86).
Desperate Midwives—How Two Women Saved a People (87-117).
Conclusion, pp. 118-129.

Appendix A: A Three Part Adult Education Module (130-147).
Appendix B: A Ritual for the Midwives (148).

Bibliography and Afterword (149-154).
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis grew out of my passionate interest in the story of the midwives in
Exodus 1. I found it fascinating and empowering that two women would be the source of
salvation for the entire male infant population, not to mention that the biblical narrative
would actually give them credit for their heroism. If women could take risks and effect
change in the ancient Near East, where women often appear to be relegated to the
margins, how much the more so could the members of our communities today—both
female and male—stand up for the weak and the vulnerable and work to bring about
change in their own communities.

I noticed that—in spite of the heroism of the midwives—this text is often
overlooked in Jewish text study and the observance of the Passover seder. Even feminist
seders glossed over the heroic acts of the midwives in order to focus on Miriam,
Yocheved, and wornen in our own time. As part of Dr. Wendy Zierler’s class, “Exodus
and the Passover Haggadah: Feminist and Literary Revisions™ (Spring of 2007), |
examined the biblical text and various haggadot in order to create a ritual for recognizing
the midwives at the seder table, This ritual, which I created as a final project for Dr.
Zierler's class, appears in an Appendix to this thesis.'

I then began to look for other stories in which women went to extreme measures
to achieve a reproductive goal. Under the direction of Dr. Ameira Meir in her class,
“Sibling Stories in the Bible” (Spring 2007), | studicd the story of Tamar in Genesis 38.

While the behavior of the heroine in this story is not quite as unilaterally exemplary as

' See Appendix B, p. 148.
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that of the midwives, this story too presented a woman who took an enormous risk to
protect her own future and the future of her people.

Although [ chose the story of Leah and Rachel last, the Genesis 30 narrative
provides an introduction to the situation of women in the ancient Near East. Genesis 30
lays out a more general example of the lengths to which women went to create families
and preserve their own socioeconomic status. Through this story, I was able to explore
why it was so important for women—and men—to bear sons and continue their family
lineage. Even when disguising oneself as a prostitute or defying the king of Egypt were
not called for, it was often necessary for women to go beyond the basic reproductive act
in order to accomplish their goal of building up their family's house, and thus, the house
of Israel.

During my studies at HUC-JIR, [ was fortunate enough to work at the URJ Press,
where | was an intern on a project entitled, The Torah: A Women's Commentary, edited
by Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea L. Weiss (New York: URJ Press, 2007). Working
on this commentary opened up my eyes to how the process of studying Torah has
evolved over the last few decades to include the perspectives and voices of female
scholars. By reading the text with new eyes, and analyzing it through the lenses of
literary analysis and the social sciences, these scholars have helped the modern reader to
understand the experiences of women in the Bible and the ancient Near East.

Another work that inspired my research was Reading the Women of the Bible
(New York: Schocken, 2004) by Tikva Frymer-Kensky, z"'/, Her comprehensive
readings of Genesis 38 and Exodus 1-2 focus on how the stories about women in the

biblical narrative reflect the patriarchal society in which they arose, but also how the
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women in this era responded to the demands and limitations that society placed upon
them. One of her main theses is that women were able to triumph in oppressive situations
precisely because they were never in a position of outright power, and thus had learned to
work behind the scenes, and under the radar, when necessary.

My thesis research made use of sources that examine both the literary artistry and
the sociohistorical context of each biblical text. In addition to many traditional sources
used for biblical interpretation—including the Anchor Bible series,’ the Anchor Bible
Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992, 5§ vols), the Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament,’ and various biblical dictionaries and concordances—I made use of several
contemporary line-by-line commentaries when preparing annotated translations of these
texts. These included Robert Alter’s The Five Books of Moses (New York: W.W. Norton
& Company, 2004); the Jewish Publication Society's Torah Commentary series
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989-1996, 5 vols); Adele Berlin and Marc
Brettler's The Jewish Study Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); and
material from The Torah: A Women's Commentary.

The oldest of these works, the Genesis and Exodus volumes of the JPS Torah
Commentary series, both of which were written by Nahum Sarna, provide the traditional
rabbinic interpretations of various terms and verses as well as more modern
interpretations based on contemporary academic study of archacology, history, language,

and religion as it is found in the Bible and the ancient Near East. The other three works

2 William H. C. Propp. The Anchor Bible: Exodus 1-18 (New York: Doubleday and
Company, Inc., 1998) 137-142; and E. A. Speiser. The Anchor Bible: Genesis (New
York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1964).

3 G. Johannes Botterweck, Heinz-Josef Fabry, and Helmer Ringgren, eds. Theological
Dictionary of the Old Testument, translated by John T. Willis and David E. Green. 15
vols (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1974-2006).
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have only become available in the last decade. The Jewish Study Bible examines the
biblical text through the lens of modern academic scholarship, while also recognizing the
millennia of interpretive traditions that preceded it, such as intertextual references, early
translations, and the words of ancient and medieval commentators.

Although it too makes reference to both the rabbinic tradition and the historical
context as means of interpreting the Bible, Robert Alter’s The Five Books of Moses
focuses more heavily on the literary artistry of the text, examining key words, motifs, and
speech patterns. Finally, The Torah: A Women's Commentary provides both a literary
reading of the text and an explanation of its historical context. However, in this
commentary, these interpretive tools are used specifically to inform the reader about the
lives and roles of women in the Bible and the ancient Near East.

Several other resources were used in this thesis to help shed light on the
experience of women in the Bible and the ancient Near East. These include Women's
Bible Commentary, by Carol Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1998); M. Stol's Birth in Babylonia and the Bible: Its Mediterranean
Setting (Groningen: Styx Publications, 2000); Life in Biblical Israel by Phillip King and
Lawrence Stager (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001); Life and Culture in
the Ancient Near East by Richard Averback, et al. (Bethesda: CDL Press, 2003); and
Harper's Encyclopedia of Bible Life by Madeleine Miller and J. Lane (New York: Harper
and Row Publishers, 1978). The writings of Karel Van Der Toorn illuminate the meaning

of various roles and symbols that appear in Genesis 38.*

4 Karel Van der Toorn. “Female Prostitution in Payment of Vows in Ancient Israel.”
Journal of Biblical Literature 108, 2 (1989): 193-205; and “The Significance of the Veil
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In addition, feminist literary analyses of various biblical narratives appear in
Athalya Brenner's The Feminist Companion series (Sheftield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1993-1994); Mieke Bal’s Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love
Stories (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987); Nechama Aschkenasy’s Woman at
the Window: Biblical Tales of Oppression and Escape (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 1998); Alice Ogden Bellis® Helpmates, Harlots, Heroes: Women's Stories in the
Hebrew Bible (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1994); Gender, Power and
Promise: The Subject of the Bible's First Story by Danna Nolan Fewell and David Gunn
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), and Alice Bach's Women in the Hebrew Bible (New
York: Routledge, 1998).

Some of the most valuable of these resources, however, are the writings of Dr.
Carol Meyers. A professor of Religion at Duke University, Dr. Meyers reads the Bible
through the lens of biblical archaeology, ethnography, and anthropology. For this thesis,
her writings that were most useful to me were Exodus: The New Cambridge Bible
Commentary (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005) and Women in Scripture: A
Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the
Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, and the New Testament (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans, 2000). While the former provides a chapter-by-chapter analysis of the book of
Exodus, with various insets about contemporary scholarship on various related topics; the
latter provides a collection of articles about female characters in the Bible as seen through

the lens of contemporary feminist biblical scholarship. Meyers’ various books and

in the Ancient Near East.” Pomegranates and Golden Bells, edited by David Noel
Freedman, Avi Hurvitz, and David P. Wright (Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1995) 327-339.

Leah R, Berkowitz 6




articles also give the reader insight into the life of the “average™ Israclite woman, her role
in the household, and her relationships with other women.

Meyers stresses the importance of understanding the roles of women in ancient
Israel and the ancient Near East in order to counter the modern reader’s assumption that
women are portrayed in the Bible as weak, subservient, or dispensable. Drawing on her
students” initial preconceptions about women in biblical literature, Meyers enumerates
three “overlapping problems™ in how her students perceive the women of the Bible:
invisibility, meaning that women were invisible either in terms of the narrative or in
terms of actual socicty or both; that the status of women dictated that they would be
“subservient and submissive, if not oppressed,” and finally, a general “ignorance of what
women did and how their roles were valued in their Iron Age context.™

Providing readers of the Bible with historical background about the lives and roles
of women in the era in which the Bible emerged paves the way for a new understanding
about the value of women in ancient [sraelite society. Meyers’ challenge to educators is
summed up in the following question: “How can we provide information about biblical
and Israelite women that will create a more accurate and less demeaning picture of
women’s lives in the period of the Hebrew Bible?™®

Meyers uses the example of bread production as a means of using archaeological

and cthnographic information in order to better understand the value of women in ancient

3 Meyers, Carol. “Where the Girls Are: Archacology and Women's Lives in Ancient
Israel.” Moreland, Milton, ed., Between Text and Artifact: Integrating Archacology in
Biblical Studies Teaching (Boston: Society of Biblical Literature, 2004) 32.

® Meyers, “Where the Girls Are” 32.
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Isracl.” Bread production was almost exclusively a female activity, one that may have
taken up to three hours cach day. It was also a task that was done in groups, because of
the sheer amount of labor involved in grinding grain and kneading dough, and also
because cooking facilities might have been shared across households.

Therefore, using a few simple facts about bread production, one can determine
that a) women engaged in arduous and time-consuming tasks that were essential to the
survival of each household and b) women within a community spent extended periods of
time together in what Meyers calls “informal social networks.” Through these networks,
women may have been able to share information about the various households, transmit
cultural knowledge to the younger generation, and form alliances between households for
various purposes. Both of these facts counter the assumption that women were not valued
in ancient Israelite households.?

Furthermore, even if one were to make the assumption that a woman’s role in the
ancient Near East was “only” to bear children, this too, cannot be underestimated as a
source of female power. Children were necessary in order to perform household chores,
maintain the security of the household and its landholdings, and to convey to the outside
world that both parents were virile and thus the recipients of divine favor. While the
patriarchal system could encourage and even coerce women to fulfill the role of wife and
mother, a woman'’s exclusive access to the world of reproduction and childbirth gave her

a certain amount of power in the ancient world.

7 See, tor example, Meyers’ note on Exodus 16:3 in The Torah: A Women's Commentary.
394,
¥ Meyers, “Where the Girls Are” 40-42.
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My thesis utilizes contemporary academic scholarship and literary analysis in
addition to translation and traditional interpretive methods to examine the stories of three
biblical women who, through their roles in the reproductive sphere, exercised control
over a situation in which they might otherwise have been powerless. The essential
questions of my thesis are as follows:

1. What roles do women play in each of these biblical stories? What are their goals
and limitations? ‘

2. How does knowledge about Israelite and ancient Near Eastern culture inform our
understanding of these women in the Bible?

3. Conversely, how does our reading of these stories provide a window onto the
lives of women in ancient Israel and the ancient Near East?

4. How do the women in these biblical narratives use their given roles to accomplish
their goals and assert themselves in a situation in which they might otherwise
have been powerless?

S. Finally, how do we teach about biblical women in a way that is relevant and
meaningful to women—and men—today?

This thesis covers three biblical stories. First, we examine Genesis 30, where the
wives of Jacob engage in a competition to bear sons for their shared husband. By reading
this story in its historical and literary context, we learn that women were able to make
decisions that affected their own reproductive lives. They could own other women as
property, present these women to their husbands as sexual and reproductive surrogates,
and even determine the sexual schedule of their shared husband. They also may have had
some knowledge of medicinal herbs and other fertility treatments, although the biblical
text emphasizes that these remedies are no substitute for the favor of God. We also
confront the assumption we discussed earlier: that women were valued primarily for their
ability to give birth to sons. While it is clear that both Leah and Rachel believe this

assumption to be true, all of the sons that Leah produces cannot make Jacob love her

more than he loves her barren sister.
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Second, we address the story of Tamar, Judah's daughter-in-law, which appears in
Genesis 38. Denied her rights as a levirate widow, Tamar dresses as a prostitute and
seduces her father-in-law in order to obtain the one thing that will ensure that her late
husband’s family will provide for her in the future: a son. Because of the various counts
of sexual impropriety that it mentions, this story is rarely presented on the bima#h or in the
classroom. However, within this story the reader encounters a woman who, marginalized
by patriarchal society, formulates and executes a plan that ensures that her husband’s
family will no longer ignore her. By learning more about the institution of levirate
marriage, as well as the sexual mores of the society in which Tamar was living, the reader
can better understand the position, and the desperation, of the story’s heroine.

Finally, we discuss the midwives that appear in the first chapter of Exodus.
Although it is unclear whether the heroines of this story bear children themselves, as
midwives they find themselves responsible for the lives of an entire population.
Commanded by Pharaoh to murder Hebrew male infants during the birth process, the
midwives instead let all Hebrew infants survive. The midwives use their exclusive access
to the process of childbirth to deceive Pharaoh by claiming that Hebrew women give
birth differently than Egyptian women. Pharaoh—who, as a man, is not privy to any
detailed information about the process of childbirth—believes them.

Although these stories ditfer greatly from cach other, each narrative ends with a
similar outcome: the proliferation of male offspring. In each of these narratives, this goal
of producing sons is achieved at great personal risk to the women themselves, whether it
is the life-threatening process of childbirth itself in Genesis 30, committing a crime

punishable by death in Genesis 38, or defying the king ot Egypt in Exodus 1. In Genesis
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30, these offspring become the twelve tribes of Isracl; in Genesis 38, one of Tamar's
twins becomes the progenitor of King David, who is believed to be the progenitor of the
Messiah; in Exodus 1, the sons saved by the midwives become the generation of
Israelites that will leave Egypt, one of which must have been the infant Moses.

One assumption we often confront when studying the women in the Bible is that
women are mentioned only in reference to or in service of a male character. They are
“wives of” and “mothers of,” rather than people in their own right. Although Leah,
Rachel and Tamar are also known as wives and mothers of important male figures in
Genesis—and the midwives act in order to save all the men of Exodus—these biblical
narratives showcase women who make their own decisions, using whatever resources
they have at their disposal to accomplish their goals, in order to secure a future for

themselves, their families, and their people.
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Chapter 2: Big Love—The Birth of the Twelve Tribes of Israel

I. Annotated Translation of Genesis 30:1-24:

1. When Rachel® saw that she had not borne children'® to Jacob, Rachel became
jealous'! of her sister. She said to Jacob:'? “Give me sons; for if I don’t have
any I will be a dead woman.""

® Rachel: Both Rachel and her sister are named after animals. The name Lcah may come
from the Akkadian word littu, meaning “cow.” Her name may also be related to the word
le’utu, meaning “strength” or “power” or alittu, meaning “birthgiver.” The cow was a
major symbol of fertility in Mesopotamia. Rachel comes from the Hebrew word rahel,
meaning “ewe.” That Laban named his two daughters after livestock says something
about what he expected of them. From the text, the reader can see that Laban saw it fit to
“sell” them to a man as wives in exchange for 14 years of service. In Jacob’s household,
they see themselves as being valued primarily for their ability to produce offspring,
although Jacob’s affection for Rachel is an exception to this rule (Tikva Frymer-Kensky,
“Leah,” and “Rachel,” in Women in Scripture 108-9, 138).

1% yaldah: The root yud-lamed-dalet is used frequently in geneaologies. A similar word is
found in Ugaritic, where it means “to bear.” When used in the Aifif form in reference to a
male parent, it is taken to mean “begot,” whereas when the subject is female, an
appropriate translation is “to bear children.” It is also the root of the word toledot,
meaning “lineage,” which is often used to introduce the history of a person’s family.
Unlike ancient Near Eastern myths in which a king or hero comes from a divine origin,
here birth is described as a human endeavor. However, frequent mention of God in
barrenness and birth narratives remind the reader that fertility is a divine gift (J. Schreiner
and G. Johannes Botterweck, “Yalad,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament,
Vol. 6. 77-9). For the use of this root in reference to the mother’s role in birth narratives,
see Genesis 4:1, 25; 16:15; 21:2; 25:2; 29: 32-35; Exodus 2:2; Judges 13:24; I Samuel
1:20.

" vat kaneh: The root kuf-nun-aleph means “to become intensely red” and refers to an
intense emotional reaction, usually jealousy (Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs
Hebrew and English Lexicon [Peabody: Headrickson Publishers, Inc, 2004] 888).
Jealousy between siblings and wives is a recurring theme in the Tanakh, especially in the
patriarchal narratives of Genesis. For instance, Joseph's brothers become upset

(vayikan ‘1) when Joseph relays his dreams of grandeur (Genesis 37:11). The instance of
a barren wife being jealous of a fertile one occurs in the story of Hannah, although there
the emotion described is anger (ka-as) (1 Samuel 1:6).

2 vatomar el-Yaakov: “Perceiving the limits of her own authority, she turns to a person
with immediate authority over her—her husband, Jacob” (Rachel Havrelock, " Vayeitzei,”
in The Torah: A Women's Commentary 165).

" hava li banim v im-ein metah anochi: Here Rachel expresses her frustration at being
infertile, but she also makes a profound statement about her situation as a woman. She
may mean that her frustration is so great that she fecls it will kill her. She may also state,
as Nahum Sarna suggests, that, “life without children would not be worth living” (Sarna,
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2. Jacob was furious' with Rachel, saying: “Am I in place of God,'® who has
withheld from you the fruit of the womb?"'®

Genesis 207). More practically, she may mean that, without sons, there will be no one to
take care of her and support her financially in the event of Jacob’s death. For this reason,
Robert Alter’s translation, “Give me sons, for if you don’t I'm a dead woman,™ works
better than the Jewish Publication Society’s more general rendering of, “Give me
children, or I shall die” (Alter 158). Rachel Havrelock writes:
Rachel equates her inability to give birth with death, implying that her story will
never be told if not condensed in the name of a child . . .. she protests not only the
state of barrenness, but also the limits that her society sets on female autonomy . .
.. Rachel speaks to the threat of her negation should she not reproduce (Havrelock
165).
" vayichar af: Literally translated as “the burning of the nose,” haron af'is an indication
of either divine or human anger. In this case it refers to the latter. The word /-r-h
probably comes from the Ugaritic /i7r or the Arabic /iarra, both meaning “to burn™ or *“to
scorch”, though it could also be related to the Canaanite word /re, which means “angry”
(David Noel Freedman and J.R. Lundbom, “Hara” in Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, Vol. 5. 171). David Noel Freedman and J.R. Lundbom write:
Anger is frequently expressed when someone has heard something—either
firsthand or through a report—that makes him very displeased. It can also erupt
quickly in conversation. It is a spontaneous response to a threat of some sort
directed at the individual or a group to which the individual belongs. But threats
to one’s sense of justice, truth, or right behavior can also evoke anger. Jacob
becomes angry with Rachel because she has blamed him for her barrenness
(Freedman, Lundbom, “Hara” 172).
Although haron af'is often used to describe God’s anger, in the following situations it
describes the fury of a human, such as Potiphar’s anger towards Joseph (Genesis 39:19);
Balaam’s anger towards his wayward donkey (Numbers 22:27); and Balak’s anger
towards Balaam for blessing the Israelites instead of cursing them (Numbers 24:10).
' hatachat Elohim anochi: This is the first place in this passage where God’s role in
reproduction is mentioned. Jacob reminds Rachel that it is God, not him, who makes
reproduction possible. Coincidentally, Rachel’s son Joseph will make the same statement
in response to his brothers” fear of retaliation for selling their brother into slavery. With
this phrase, Joseph reminds his brothers that only God can administer punishment and, in
this case, their behavior was part of God's ultimaie plan to save everyone from famine
(Genesis 50:19-20).
16 asher-mana mimech pri-beten: The word beten is found in Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic
and South Canaanite, where it means “belly.” Belly may be used in both digestive and
reproductive contexts, and can also generally refer to innards (David Noel Freedman and
J.R. Lundbom, “Beten,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol. 2. 94-5).
Pri beten can refer to the oftspring of a man or a woman, a human or an animal. In
Psalms 132:11, the phrase refers to David's offspring, who will succeed him on the
throne. The phrase is often used when the offspring in question are seen as a divine
reward for good behavior, such as in Deuteronomy 7:13: 28:4, 11; and Psalms 127:3.
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3. Then she said: “Here is my slavewoman;'” have intercourse'® with her. Then
she can give birth on my knees,'? that through her [ too may have a son.™*°

4. So she gave Bilhah, her slavewoman, to him as a wife,”! and he had
intercourse with her.

Again emphasis is placed on God’s control over the opening and closing of the
womb. It is also important to note that women, not men, were typically blamed for
infertility (M. Ottosson, “Harah,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol.
3. 460). The phenomenon of a sterile male is mentioned only in Deuteronomy 7:14,
where God promises that no male animal or human being will be sterile in the Israelite
community, provided that the [sraelites adhere to the covenant. That Rachel is the
infertile one is a logical assumption in this situation, as Jacob has successfully had
children with another woman.

'7 amati: Four words are used to describe Bilhah in the book of Genesis: shifcha, amah,
isha and pilegesh. The former two terms refer to the relationship between a woman and
her servant; the latter two terms refer to a sexual relationship between a man and his
wife’s servant. These women were considered property rather than employees, therefore
Robert Alter translates armah and shifcha as “slavegirl.” See p. 31 for further discussion
of the use of these different terms.

'® bo aleha: This term comes from the root bet-vav-aleph, meaning, “to come in, enter”
(Brown-Driver-Briggs 97). This is one of several terms used for sexual relations in the
Tanakh, amongst them shachav, “sleep with,” karav, “come close to,” and yadah,
“know.” Yadah is used for the sexual relations between Adam and Eve (Genesis 4:1, 25)
and between Hannah and Elkanah (I Samuel 1:19). Shachav is used in Genesis 34:2 and
II Samuel 13 to refer to rape (vv. 11, 14) and illicit sexual relations in Genesis 39:7, 12
and Il Samuel 11:4, Karav is used in Isaiah 8:3 to describe relations between the prophet
and his wife.

Bo is used in the story of Sarah and Hagar, another biblical surrogacy narrative
(Genesis 16:2, 4). Jacob’s sexual relations with his wives, both primary and secondary,
are predominately described by the verb bo (Genesis 29:21, 23, 30; 30:3, 4). The only
other word for intercourse used in this passage is shachav, which is used when Leah
purchases a night with Jacob for her son’s mandrakes (Genesis 30:15-16). Similarly, in
Genesis 38, Judah’s first relations with Tamar are categonized by the word bo (vv. 16,
18), while at the end of the chapter the word yadali is used to indicate that they had no
further relations (v. 26). That bo is used for the first act of intercourse, and shachav for a
later one, might indicate that bo was the word used for the consummation of a sexual
relationship. Sexual relations described by the word bo typically result in conception in
the biblical narrative.

' v'teled al bircai: See p. 28 for a discussion of this term and its use in situations of
surrogacy and adoption.

2 y'ibaneh gam anochi mimenah: Ibaneh can be understood in two different ways. First,
because it is a play on the word ben, it can be understood as a wish for children,
specifically sons. Second, ibanch comes from the word banah, which means, “to build.”
Therefore Rachel’s words might indicate that she sces the birth of sons as a means of
building up her own worth or that of her husband’s household. See p. 118 for a discussion
of how the verb bana# is used in reproductive contexts.
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S. And Bilhah became pregnant®? and bore Jacob a son.
6. Then Rachel said: “God has judged me favorably®® and also has listened to my
.24 . .- y .
voice™ and given me a son.” Therefore she called his name Dan.
7. Again Rachel’s slavewoman Bilhah became pregnant and bore a second son
to Jacob.
8. Then Rachel said: “I have engaged in an awesome struggle® with my sister

and I have prevailed.™® So she called his name Naftali.

2! I'isha: Although literally isha translates as wife, this presentation formula does not
raise Bilhah to the same status as her mistress. She would be considered a secondary
wife. See p. 35 for an explanation of the this term.
22 yatahar: This root appears in ancient Hebrew, Ugaritic, Aramaic, and Akkadian texts,
where it means “to conceive” or “be pregnant.” Each pregnancy and birth in this passage,
with the exception of that of Dinah and the sons of Zilpah, follows the same pattern of
“begetting, pregnancy, and birth” that is indicated by the words bo, harah, and yaldah
gM. Ottoson, “Harah™ 458).
*3 danani: The word din is found in all Semitic languages, and in most cases it means
“judgment.” In Akkadian, the word dananu means “to be mighty.” In Ugaritic, the King
Dan’l “executes judgment for widows and orphans” just as the biblical Daniel has a
“special role of judging” (G. J. Botterweck and V. Hamp, “Din,” in Theological
Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol. 3. 187-90). Robert Alter adds, “The verb dan
suggests vindication of a legal plea” (Alter 159). This is consistent with the word’s use in
Psalm 54:3-4, where the psalmist begs God to “vindicate” (¢ 'dineni) him.
8 shama b 'koli: Literally, “listened to my voice.” Rutersworden writes that this phrase
describes: “The proper conduct of Israel toward God . . . of children toward their parents,
of a disciple toward the (wisdom) instructor, of people of equal status toward each other
(brother and sister, husband and wife), of God toward human beings or Israel, of a
superior toward subordinates™ (U. Rutersworden, “Shama,” in Theological Dictionary of
the Old Testament, Vol. 15. 265). In Genesis 21:12, God instructs Abraham to listen to
his wife (sh 'ma b 'kolah) and cast out Hagar and Ishmael; in Genesis 27, Rebecca
demands that Jacob listen to her instructions using the words sk ‘'ma b 'koli (vv. 8, 13, 43);
Moses expresses concerns that the Israelites will not listen to him (v'lo yishm 'u b 'koli)
(Exodus 4:1); Jethro implores Moses to listen to him (s ‘'ma b koli) (Exodus 18:19).
Using this phrase to describe the act of listening implies that the listener is expected to
follow certain instructions and obey the speaker. Here, it is God who has listened to
Rachel and obeyed her demand for a son.
*> naftulei Elohim niftalti: Coming from the root pey-tav-lamed, meaning “tortuous” or
“twisted,” the word naftulei means “wrestlings.” Naphtali’s name can thus be taken to
mean “'my wrestlings™ (Brown-Drivers-Briggs 836). The imagery of struggling or
wrestling draws a thematic connection between Rachel and her husband, writes Robert
Alter: “It is noteworthy that Rachel chooses an image of wrestling for her relationship
with her sister that marks a correspondence to the relationship of Jacob, the ‘heel-
grabber,” with 2iis older sibling™ (Alter 159).

The use of the word Elo/im, a name for God, in this phrase indicates the gravity
of the struggle. Nahum Sama suggests that naftulei Elohim be translated as “fateful
contest,” based on “the occasional use of ‘elohim, *God,’ as an intensifying or superlative
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9. Then Leah saw that she had stopped bearing children.?” So she took Zilpah,
her slavewoman, and gave her to Jacob as a wife.?®

10.  And Zilpah, Leah’s slavewoman, bore Jacob a son.

11.  And Leah said: “Fortune has come!” So she called his name Gad.?

12.  Then Zilpah, Leah’s slavewoman, bore a second son to Jacob.

element. The phrase could also mean *a contest for God," that is, divine favor™ (Sama,
Genesis 208). The latter translation is consistent with the theme of fertility as a divine
gift. E.A. Speiser writes that naftulei Elohim indicates something.
extraordinary or numinous . . ..What Rachel would thus be saying is approximately as
follows: I have been entangled in a contest with my sister, which only celestial
powers could resolve, and I have emerged victorious from the ordeal (Speiser 231).
26y 'cholti: The root yud-lamed-chaf is translated in various ways as “be able,” “succeed,”
“be allowed,” “be superior,” “be victorious over,” “grasp,” “bear,” or “endure” (J.A.
Soggin, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry, “Yakol,” in Theological Dictionary of
the Old Testament, Vol. 6. 72). The word is used occasionally in the context of a military
victory, such as in Jeremiah 1:19, where God promises Israel that her enemies will not be
able to overtake her (v'lo yuch 'liu) and in Judges 16:5, when the Philistines convince
Delilah to discover the secret of Samson’s power so that they can overpower him (nuchal
lo). This word is also found in Genesis 32, where it refers to Jacob’s victory when
wrestling with the angel (vv. 26, 29). Rachel Havrelock writes:
As she engages in sibling rivalry, Rachel also struggles with God in order to win
the ability to give birth. Her naming of Naphtali is verbally linked with God’s
later renaming of Jacob as Israel: ‘for you have struggled with God and with
human beings, and you have prevailed (vatuchal) (32:29). Both Rachel and Jacob
prevail in contests doubly waged with people and with God (Havrelock 167).
*" ki amda miledet: The reader is aware of Leah's condition a statement by the narrator
after the birth of Judah that “then she stopped bearing™ (v 'ta ‘amod miledet) (Genesis
29:35). Rachel Havrelock writes, “Leah s never called barren, but she does experience a
eriod of infertility” (Havrelock 167).
“8 vatiten otah I'Yaakov I'isha: The same formula is used here as in Rachel’s presentation
of Bilhah to Jacob.
® ba gad . . . Gad: Although in the Masoretic text, Gad's naming statement is a single
word, bagad, scholars typically break the word in two to yield the phrase ba gad, *Good
luck has come™ (Alter 159).The name of Leah’s first son through Zilpah literally means
“fortune” or "good luck™ (K. D. Schunk, “Gadh™ in Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, Vol. 2. 383). However, the name may have been drawn from the surrounding
Near Eastern cultures, many of whom had a deity named Gad, considered to be the god of
fortune, comparable to the Greek Tyche or the Roman Fortuna (Sama, Genesis 208). In
Isaiah 65:11, the word gad is paralleled with the word meni, which means “destiny.”
Isaiah criticizes the Israelites “Who set a table for Luck (Gad) / And fill a mixing bowl
for Destiny (Meni)™ instead of trusting in the Eternal. Meni is also the name of an ancient
Near Eastern deity (K.D. Schunk, "Gadh™ 383-384). Nahum Sarna insists that Leah is not
invoking this deity when she names her son, rather, “it is simply an abstract noun, ‘luck,’
just as one would refer to ‘Lady Luck’ in English (Sarna, Genesis 208).

Leah R. Berkowitz 16




13. And Leah said: “Happy am I, for women will call me happy.™ So she called
his name Asher.*

14.  During the wheat harvest, Reuben went out and found mandrakes®' in the
field. He brought them to his mother, Leah. Then Rachel said to Leah: “Please
give me some of your son’s mandrakes!”

15. She said to her: “Was it not enough’ that you took*? my husband, that you
also want to take my son’s mandrakes?”" And Rachel said: “[ assure you, * he
will sleep with you tonight, in exchange for’* your son’s mandrakes.”

 b'ashri. .. Asher: Asher's name means “to make someone happy,” sometimes by
transfer of property (Henri Cazelles, “Ashre,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old
Testament, Vol. 1. 445). This would be appropriate in this context, where Leah declares
ownership over Zilpah’s sons. It also shares its root with the word osher, “good fortune,”
and therefore creates a parallelism with the name of his brother Gad (Alter 159). In many
places where the word asher is used, especially in the Psalms and in wisdom literature,
“’ashre is a liturgical cry . . . points to an act in which believers seek happiness . . .. The
desire for happiness is different from the blessing in that it demands that the believer do
certain things” (Henri Cazelles, “Ashre™ 446).

For instance, in Isaiah 30:18, those who “wait for [God]” are made happy. In
Psalm 127:4-5, the act that makes a man happy is the siring of sons, as it is written, “Like
arrows in the hand of a warrior/ are sons born to a man in his youth. / Happy (ashrei) is
the man who fills his quiver with them;/ they shall not be put to shame/ when they
contend with the enemy in the gate.” Leah’s happiness is also conditional: she relies on
the opinion of others to make her happy. In Song of Songs 6:9, one sees a similar formula
to that which Leah uses. In describing the beauty of his lover, the narrator says that

“maidens see and acclaim her” (ra ‘wha vanot v'ashru 'ha). Leah hopes that she will be
similarly acclaimed for producing so many sons for Jacob.

3} duda’im: Scholars believe that this wild plant was what is known today as the
mandrake. The mandrake was thought to have medicinal powers, especially as an
aphrodisiac. However, here Rachel believes that it has fertility-inducing power. In the
Tanakh, the word duda’im appears only here and in Song of Songs 7:14. See p. ? for
more on the medicinal and magncal powers ascribed to the duda im.

** ham ‘at: The definition of ma ‘ar is “little,” “few™ or “trifling”” (Holladay 205). When
accompanled by an inquisitive hev (hey ha-she-elah), this word could be translated “Was
it too little?™
33 kachtech: The verb lakach means “taking away, carrying off™’; “seizure or acquisition
for oneself” (H. Seebass, “Lagah,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, eds.
G. Johannes Botterweck, Heinz-Joscf Fabry and Helmer Ringgren. Vol. 8. 19). It is also
the technical term for marriage that is used throughout Genesis (4:19; 11:29; 20:2; 24:3).
Typically, only men can engage in the “taking” of a spouse, either for oneself or for one’s
son. The only power that these women have in regards to arranging marriages is the
power to give their maidservants to their husbands as secondary wives (H. Scebass,

“Lagah,” 19).

** lakhen: A derivative of the word ken, meaning "yes,  the word /akhen can be used to
indicate cause and effect. It can function similarly to the word “therefore” or, in this
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16.  When Jacob came in from the field in the evening, Leah came out to meet
him, saying: “You shall have intercourse with me, for | have paid a wage3 7 for
you with my son’s mandrakes.” So he slept with her that night.

17. Nom;gGod heeded’® Leah and she became pregnant and bore Jacob a fifth
son.

18.  Leah said: “God has given me a reward for %iving my slavewoman to my
husband.” So she called his name Isaachar.’

19.  Once again, Leah became pregnant and bore Jacob a sixth son.

20. Leah said: “God has given me a good gift.*' Now my husband will give me
my wedding gift, for I have borne him six sons.” So she called his name
Zebulun. ™

passage, “for this” (Holladay 117). In is used often in prophecy, where it is often
translated as “assuredly” (see 2 Kings 19:32 and Isaiah 61:7).

33 yvishkav: Here a different word for intercourse is used. See above for a discussion of the
different uses of bo, sh ‘chav, etc.

3 tachat: Earlier, Jacob uses this word to indicate that he does not function “in place of”
God. Here the word tachat indicates a more basic exchange: a bunch of mandrakes for a
night with their shared husband.

37 s'chor s ‘charticha: The Hebrew word sachar refers to payment, whether as a reward
for good behavior or as part of a transaction {(Avraham Even-Shoshan, Concordancia
Hadasha L ’Torah Nevi'im u'Ketuvim [Israel: Ha-Malon He-Hadash, 2000} 1145). In v.
16, Leah uses the word sachar to indicate to Jacob that she has hired his services in
exchange for Reuben’s mandrakes. In turn, when Leah conceives, she names the resulting
son Isaachar, not because she “purchased™ his father from his other wife, but because she
viewed him as payment, or more delicately, as a reward, for having given Zilpah to her
husband for the purpose of bearing more children.

3 vayishma Elohim: Once again, God's role is mentioned in a story of conception and
birth.

3% ben chamishi: The sons of Zilpah do not “count™ in the narrator’s taily of Leah’s
children. While the sisters declare their ownership of the children by naming them, they
never cease to be recorded as the children of their slavewomen.

¥ s'chari . . . Isaachar: More so than any of his brothers, Isaachar’s name tells the story
of his conception. While Leah declares that he is a “reward™ (s ‘chari) for the righteous
act of giving her maidservant to her husband, the reader cannot help but notice the
connection to the word for the “wages™ (s ‘¢hor) that Leah paid to Rachel in order to
sleep with Jacob.

M zavadni . . . zeved tov: Zavad comes from the root meaning “to bestow upon, endow
with” and is sometimes associated with a gift or a dowry, although this is the only place
where this meaning is used (Brown-Driver-Briggs 256). Zavad appears as a name
throughout the book of Chronicles and the book of Ezra (I Chronicles 2: 36; 7:21; 11:41;
2 Chronicles 24:26; Ezra 10:27, 33, 43).

2 ha-pa’am yiz'b'leni . .. Zebulun: Zaval may be taken to meant either “exalt,” “honor,”
or “dwell” (Brown-Driver-Briggs 259). Because the name Zebulun and the word zebed
only share two consonants as opposed to an entire root, Robert Alter posits that the name
of Leah’s sixth son actually comes from the word zabal, meaning “exalt.” Therefore he
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21.  Afierwards, she bore a daughter, and she called her name Dinah.*’
22, Then God remembered™ Rachel; God heeded her and opened her womb.*

translates yizbeleni as “this time my husband will exalt me™ (Alter 161). The word is used
here and in the book of Kings, where it describes the house that Solomon builds for God
(1 Kings 8:13).

E.A. Speiser suggests that this name could come from the Hebrew zebul,
“eminence,” the Ugaritic zb/, “'prince,” or from the Akkadian zubuliu, “bridegroom’s
gift” (Speiser 231). Zebulun's name may thus express the hope that Jacob will dwell with
Leah instead of, or at least in addition to, his more beloved Rachel. Its link with the
Akkadian for “bridegroom’s gift,” may indicate that Leah is simply hoping for a sign of
affection from her husband. In The Torah: A Women's Commentary, yizbeleni is
translated as “now my husband will [finally] give me the [wedding] gift due me.” Rachel
Havrelock writes: “In this naming ceremony, Leah utters a pious word of thanks, which
hints at the name Zebed. But then she expresses her true wish. The name Zebulun reflects
her focus on improving her marriage™ (Havrelock 168).

* Dinah: Several of the components of the typical birth narrative are missing here.
Instead of the traditional formula “she conceived and bore™ (vatahar v teled), Dinah’s
conception is not recorded, only her birth. There is also no naming speech giving the
etymology of Dinah’s name, although Rachel Havrelock declares that it means “judgment
that leads to justice” (Havrelock 168). Robert Alter suggests that this lack of information
is due to the fact that Dinah will not be the leader of a tribe, therefore the details of her
birth and the etymology of her name are considered less important (Alter 161).
 vayizkor: “Remember persons to their advantage™ (Brown-Driver-Briggs 269). “God
remembered Noah” (vayizkar) following the flood (Genesis 8:1). God remembers
(vayizkor) Abraham and therefore spares Lot during the destruction of Sodom (Genesis
19:29). Joseph asks the Pharaoh’s cupbearer to remember (z ‘chartani) Joseph when he is
restored to his position so that Joseph might be redeemed from prison (Genesis 40:14).
Likewise, Abigail asks David to “remember your maid {v zacharta)” when God shows
favor on him and on his military campaign (I Samuel 25:31). When Hannah prays to God
at Shiloh, she asks that God “remember (1 zchartani)” her and grant her request for a son
(I Samuel 1:11). Samson uses the same formula to beg God for one last burst of strength,
saying “‘remember me (zachreni)” (Judges 16:28). Jeremiah asks God to “remember me
(cachreni)™ and thus help him take vengeance on his persecuters (Jeremiah 15:15). This
mention of God's remembrance is particulariy significant in light of the mandrakes
incident. While Rachel may have thought that mandrakes would put an end to her
infertility, the narrator reminds the reader that only God can “remember™ Rachel and thus
“open her womb.”

* vayiftach et rachma: In the Bible, narratives about fertility and infertility serve to
emphasize that it is God who opens and closes the womb. In Genesis 20, God afflicts the
king Abimelech and his people with many aftlictions because of the king’s actions while
under the impression that Sarai was Abram’s sister. One of these afflictions is that God
had —closed fast (atzur atzar) every womb of the household of Abimelech™ (Genesis
20:18). Likewise in the story of Hannabh, it is twice mentioned that God had “closed her
womb” (sagar rachma) (1 Samuel 1:5-6).
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23.  She became pregnant and bore a son. She said: “God has taken away*® my

shame.™’
24.  So she called his name Joseph, saying: "My God add on® another son for
me.”
11, Analysis

A. Introduction

In the world described in the Bible, the primary goal of a woman—and indeed, of
a man—was to bear children. Children, especially sons, were necessary for the following
reasons: “‘productivity {more hands to work the farm), protection (safety in numbers), and
prestige (as a sign of virility and prosperity and thus power.™* Daughters were also

valued, though less so than sons, for their ability to assist with household tasks and also

In Ezekiel 37:12-13, God “opens™ (poteach) the graves of the people of Israel in
order to restore them to Zion. Like the opening of the womb, the opening of graves serves
to send an important theological message: “by opening things that normally cannot be
opened, Yahweh shows himself to be the true God . . .. In a reverse fashion, no one can
open what God has closed . . .. The simple use of the oppositional pair “open/close,” like
other comparable antitheses or antinomies, circumscribes in a theologically succinct
fashion God’s universality and, here, especially, his omnipotence™ (R. Bartlemus,
“Patah,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol, 12, 182).

* asaf: The root aleph-samech-fey means “gather, remove™ (Brown-Driver-Briggs 62).
Therefore it is root of both asaf, “remove” and yosef, which means “add™ or “increase”
(Brown-Driver-Briggs 414-5). Rachel’s naming statement therefore reflects on both the
end of her shame and her desire for more children.

7 herpati: Herpati comes from the word haraf, “reproach.” In this form and context it
refers to shame or disgrace, in this case that which results from barrenness (Brown-
Driver-Briggs 358). Barrenness is only one of the many conditions that can result in such
shame. For instance, in 2 Samuel 13:13, “shame™ refers to that of a ruined virgin. In this
passage, David’s daughter Tamar begs her brother Amnon not to molest her, asking
“Where will I carry my shame {(herpati)?” Likewise in Isatah 47:3, herpatecha refers to
the shame of Babylon, who is compared to a ruined woman. In Proverbs 6:33, herpato is
listed as a consequence of adultery.

*® Yosef. . .yosef- Nahum Samna writes “The two Hebrew verbs ‘asaf and yosef, ‘taken
away’ and ~add,” provide a double etymology for the name, the first looking back to the
past years of shame and anguish, the second looking forward to an even greater measure
of joy. . ..With the announcement about Joseph, the birth narrative is completed. It opens
and closes with the use of the divine name YHVH (29:31, 30:24)” (Sarna, Genesis 210).
* Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, “The Way of Women,” Gender, Power and
Promise: The Subject of the Bible's First Story (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993) 69.
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for their potential to earn a monetary betrothal gift for their family. Because women
neither owned property nor inherited from their husbands or parents in the Israelite
community, it was important for women to bear sons who could inherit the family estate
and care for them in their old age. A woman's worth, and her socioeconomic status and

security, was thus measured by her ability to give birth to sons. In fact, the need to bear

sons to continue the family name—described in many biblical passages as the building up
of one’s house—and inherit the family’s estate, was one reason that a man might take a
second wife or a concubine.”

In Levitcus 18:18, biblical law forbids the practice of marrying two sisters as
rivals to one another. It may have been this very story that served as a demonstration of
why such a practice was prohibited. Married to the same man, the sisters Leah and
Rachel engage in an intense competition to bear sons for their husband Jacob. The names
of their children tell the story of this rivalry. Rachel, the more beloved of her husband,
endures a long period of infertility before she finally gives birth. Leah, on the other hand,
gives birth to several sons and a daughter, but cannot eamn the love of her shared husband.

The sisters employ a variety of tactics in order to help themselves to conceive.
They employ their slavewomen Bilhah and Zilpah as surrogate mothers. This may have
served two different purposes. First, the act of surrogacy provided cach sister with a
legal, if not biological, son. Second, the sisters may have meant to stimulate their own
reproductive organs by means of sympathetic magic. Rachel also employs a medicinal

plant, the dida 'im or mandrake, in hopes that it will serve as a fertility aid. The narrator

of this text frequently reminds the reader that it is God, not any of these homegrown

*® See Deuteronomy 25:5-10; Genesis 16:2; Ruth 4:11. See p. 118 for a discussion of
building imagery associated with bearing children.
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remedies, who opens the womb. Throughout the Bible, barrenness narratives serve to
remind the reader of God’s role in human reproduction.

While the race to give birth to sons takes its toll on the relationship between the
sisters, the contest benefits Jacob greatly. By the end of the narrative, Jacob has eleven
sons and one daughter by four different women. These sons, as well as Benjamin, who
will be born later, make up the twelve tribes of Israel, making their father the patriarch of
the “great nation™ promised to his grandfather Abraham.>’ However, it is the women in
this story, not Jacob, who take imitiative and direct Jacob’s reproductive activities in order
to make this large family possible.

It is important to understand the varous roles that women could play in the
ancient Israelite community in order to understand the role of each of the four women in
this text. It is also helpful to discuss the methods that women may have employed to cure
infertility in ancient Israel and the ancient Near East, in order to provide a context for
Leah’s and Rachel’s responses to periods of barrenness. Knowledge about fertility
treatments in the ancient Near East also serves as background for the overall theological
message of the Genesis text. The actions performed by Leah and Rachel show that they
have a certain amount of responsibility and control over their own sexual and
reproductive lives. However, only God can ultimately provide them with children. The
relevant questions that arise in this text, therefore, are as follows:

What is the purpose of the motif of barrenness in the Bible?

For what purpose was surrogate motherhood employed in the ancient Near East?
What is the difference between the terms shifcha, amah, isha and pilegesh? What
does this tell us about the status of Bilhah and Zilpah, and their children, in
Jacob’s household?

3! See Genesis 12:1-3.
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e What was thought to be the medicinal or magical powers of the du ‘daim, or
“mandrake” plant, in the ancient Near East?
e How do the names of Jacob’s children reflect the competition between his wives?

B. The Motif of Barrenness in the Bible

The barren woman is a recurring motif in the Bible. All four of the matriarchs
experience a period of infertility, although Leah’s does not occur until after she has given
birth to several sons. Stories of infertility also occur in the stories of the Nevi im: Hannah
begs for a son at the temple at Shiloh before giving birth to Samuel the prophet; the wife
of Manoah meets an angel of God who informs her that she will give birth to the warrior
Samson; the prophet Elisha promises a son to a Shunnamite woman as a reward for her
hospitality towards him.>

From a literary perspective, the motif of barrenness serves to heighten the
suspense leading up to a birth, and it lends auspiciousness to the birth of a future hero. In
some cases, this auspiciousness is enhanced by the use of an annunciation type-scene,
where a prophet or an angel of God appears to the infertile woman or couple, prophesies
that a son will be born and, sometimes, announces what role that son or sons will play in
the ensuing story. An annunciation type-scene occurs in all of the barrenness narratives
except for this one, Genesis 30.3

In addition to its literary effect, there is also a theological motive behind the use
of the barrenness motif. In barrenness narratives, the infertile woman or couple might
employ various tactics in order to conceive. Sarah, Rachel and Leah employ their

slavewomen as surrogate mothers; Isaac prays on Rebecca’s behalt; Hannah prays for

*2 See | Samuel 1-2, Judges 13, 11 Kings 4:8-17.
53 See Genesis 16:7-12; 18:1-15; 25:19-23; as well as the aforementioned verses.
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herself. In this narrative, Rachel even cmploys an herbal fertility aid, which will be
discussed b<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>