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PART I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 



 1 

ויאמר אלהים: נעשה אדם בצלמנו כדמותנו. ויברא אלהים את האדם בצלמו. וייצר יי אלהים את 
 באפיו נשמת חיים. ויהי האדם לנפש חיה מדבר. האדם עפר מן האדמה ויפח

 

And God said: Let us make adam in our image, after our likeness, and God 
created adam in God’s own image, and the Eternal God formed adam from the 
dust of the earth and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and adam 
became a living being endowed with speech.  
        (Sefer Ha-Yasher 1)  

  

In Sefer Ha-Yashar, a narrative midrash from the Middle Ages, the Genesis account 

begins with the creation of humanity. This midrashic retelling is almost identical to the 

language from its biblical sources (Genesis 1:26-27; 2:7) with one noticeable addition. 

Sefer Ha-Yashar adds the word “מדבר -speech ”to the language from Genesis 2:7. With a 

single word, Sefer Ha-Yashar makes a profound statement about the nature of human 

existence: the ability and desire to speak and tell stories is built into our very DNA. 

Moreover, by weaving together the creation accounts from Genesis 1 and 2, we can 

understand that to be made in God’s image is to speak, as God does. We may be made 

from ashes, but our souls are made up of God’s holy exhalations of speech. This was our 

first gift of Torah. The second was at Sinai, where Divine revelation was manifest in 

words. Michael Fishbane writes: “The written text thus mediates between the original 

verbal revelation of God at Sinai and the ongoing discourses of the sages in history. 

Paradoxically, the divine Word unfolds through human speech. As exegetical act and 
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event, this human speech is Midrash.This is a stunning definition of midrash: the  1”

continually expanding human record of engaging with and interpreting the divine Word.2  

The result of this interpretive exegesis is halakhah and aggadah, commonly defined as 

legal and nonlegal literature. It is aggadah which is “inextricably bound up with the idea 

of speech,” writes Joseph Heinemann in his seminal work Darkhey ha-Aggadah.3 As he 

notes, haggadah, the Hebrew equivalent of aggadah comes from the root ד.ג.נ. , meaning 

“to say.” It is not, however, simply about repeating and telling the stories of the past. In 

Aramaic, the term also derives from the root ד.ג.נ. , which means both drawing in and 

expanding out. Aggadah is the “breath” of Scripture: Torah is drawn in to the human 

reader, who then respires a renewed Revelation. Geza Vermes suggests that the true 

nature of aggadah is this renewal of the written Torah:  

…it is not necessary for the written word into which living tradition is translated 
to become a dead letter. This written word carries within it a germ of spiritual 
energy capable of generating a new living tradition, which, in turn, should 
breathe new life into the word.4 
 
Yet another etymological aspect of ד.ג.נ. , is the idea of flow. Aggadah creates a 

sense of fluidity between reader and text, a fluid relationship wherein one informs and 

shapes the other. As aggadah flows through history, it expands and adapts. Aggadah 

allows Torah to shape-shift so that its readers may identify with its enduring messages, 

“For you can truly understand only what you resemble.”5 Thus Torah takes a human 

                                                
1 Michael Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination: On Jewish Thought and Theology, 
(Harvard: Cambridge, 1998), 10.  
2 For Resources on defining Midrash, see Kugel, Two Definitions of Midrash; Neusner, 
The Midrash.  
3 Joseph Heinemann, “The Nature of the Aggadah” 
4 Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition 
5 Bregman’s summary of Heinemann, 177 
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shape in midrash, for “the ultimate purpose of all Jewish exegesis [is] to fuse Scripture 

with life.”6 

 Perhaps no text embodies these qualities better than Sefer ha-Yashar. Like Torah 

itself, there is an element of mystery that accompanies this midrash. Its authorship and 

origin is only speculative. It claims to be the lost book of its namesake, a book referenced 

in Joshua 10:13 and II Samuel 1:18, and is written in an “artificial pseudo-biblical 

Hebrew.”7 It is a fluid rewrite of the biblical narrative, beginning with the creation of 

Adam and Eve, followed by parts of Exodus, and ending with Joshua’s death. Its primary 

focus, however, is on the figures in Genesis. Sefer ha-Yashar interprets the biblical text 

as well as other midrashim and folk traditions, drawing on ancient, classical, and 

contemporaneous traditions, both Jewish and Islamic. Although its style of “rewritten 

bible”8 -“ בתכושמה ארקמה ” resembles the early midrashic literature of the Targumim, 

Jubilees, and Genesis Apocryphon, it is not their contemporary, as it emerged sometime 

between the 11th and 16th centuries, and is likely a product of somewhere in Southern 

Europe. Instead, it best fits in the genre of narrative midrash, or ירופיס שרדמ . Rachel 

Adelman, who coined the term, defines it as: “The ‘narrative’ component of the term for 

this genre refers to the artful story telling of the composition; ‘midrash’ to its exegetical 

aspect, the dependence on its biblical progenitor.”9 It is this combination of different 

                                                
6 Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition, 229  
7 Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v Sefer ha-Yashar 
8 Vermes 
9 Rachel Adelman, The Return of the Repressed: Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer and the 
Pseudepigrapha 
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approaches to midrash that makes Narrative Midrash distinct, as it uses narrative as an 

exegetical tool, and its exegesis takes the form of narrative.  

Although Adelman’s definition is based on her study of Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer, 

one of the main sources employed by Sefer Ha-Yashar, it appears that Sefer Ha-Yashar 

might be a better representation, and later development, of Narrative Midrash. In Sefer 

Ha-Yashar, the line between exegesis and eisegesis is all but erased. The text includes 

myriad biblical allusions, rabbinic and outside traditions, but they are woven into the 

story in a completely organic manner. Furthermore, its intertextuality serves to not just 

“to enrich the lyricism and the visual imagery in the midrash,” but to add meaning, depth, 

and authority to its narrative. Although the text is exceedingly allusive and intertextual, 

its quotes, allusions, and traditions are incorporated without sacrificing narrative flow.  

Unlike classical exegetical or homiletical midrashim, which are about story, Sefer Ha-

Yashar is story. Without any outwardly visible hand of an author, the characters in this 

story speak in their own words. If, as stated previously, the goal of midrash is a fusion of 

Torah with life; how powerful that these biblical figures might themselves speak to our 

lived experiences. In this way, Sefer Ha-Yashar allows for our biblical figures to be 

humans rather than characters. The people in Sefer Ha-Yashar are represented as fully 

emotive and expressive. Men and women weep, brothers quarrel, husband and wife 

argue, and then pray for each other. In Sefer Ha-Yashar, we see ourselves. Such a text 

invites us to ask questions about human nature and experience, and draws our hearts into 

the text. Adding these midrashic elements into the biblical narrative changes the entire 

meaning of the story, breathing life into familiar legends and tropes.  
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 Although covert, the narrative in Sefer Ha-Yashar provides exegesis. Vermes 

writes: “In order to anticipate questions and solve problems in advance, the midrashist 

inserts haggadic development into the biblical narrative—an exegetical process which is 

probably as ancient as scriptural interpretation itself.”10 Take, for example, the creation of 

Adam discussed above. In Genesis 1 and 2, two accounts of the creation of Adam are 

given, creating an interpretive need. Without presenting the problem, Sefer Ha-Yashar 

solves the inconsistency by weaving both together, creating something perhaps more 

powerful than the original biblical account. A literate reader of Torah will recognize this 

exegetical problem-solving, but such knowledge is not required to benefit from the text. 

This scholar is gifted with what Harold Fisch describes as “joy of recognition,”11 when 

they see the different possibilities for interpretation of the biblical verse they know. In 

reading the classical midrashim, this process is integral, requiring a great deal of prior 

knowledge. Sefer Ha-Yashar, through a more seamless weaving together of exegetical 

questions and uncited source texts opens the text up for discovery to the novice as well as 

the scholar, thus serving both the folk and the academy.  

 The narrative style of Sefer ha-Yashar, as well as its focus on the figures from 

Genesis (whose names are evoked even after their death) allows the reader to see how 

relationships grow and evolve. What might be five verses in the Torah becomes fodder 

for two chapters in Sefer Ha-Yashar. We see humans in relationship with each other, and 

humans in relationship with God. This is a primary focus of Sefer Ha-Yashar, evident in 

                                                
10 Vermes, Scripture and Tradition, 95.  
11 Harold Fisch, "The Hermeneutic Quest in Robinson Crusoe," in Midrash and 
Literature, ed. Geoffrey H. Hartman and Sanford Budick (New Haven: Yale UP 1986) 
213-235: 232. 72. 
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how the text itself begins. Departing from the Torah’s Genesis, creation begins with 

humans, establishing that this will be a text which explores human nature as it interacts 

with its Creator.    

  Finally, this authentic portrayal of human life includes men and women. Although 

all the main characters in Sefer Ha-Yashar are elevated and expanded, it is the female 

characters who benefit from this most intensely. This is a text where women speak for 

themselves, advance their own plots, and intercede on their own behalf.  This on its own 

is revolutionary: pieces of midrash and folklore are woven together to create interesting, 

complicated, and powerful women who have distinct relationships with God. Note how 

the creation account continues:  

 ץע לכמ םהילא רמאיו םוציו :הרמְשׇלו הדבְעׇל ןדע ןנב םחיניו ותשאו םדאה תא םיהלא יי חקיו
:תומת תומ ונממ םכלכא םויב יכ ונממ ולכאת אל ערו בוט תעדה ץעמו :ולכאת לוכא ןגה  

 

And the Eternal God took Adam and his wife and placed them into the garden 
of Eden, to till it and watch over it. And he commanded them and said unto 
them : From all the trees of the garden you may freely eat; but from the tree 
of knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat; for on the day that you eat 
from it you will surely die. 
        (Sefer Ha-Yashar 1)  

Again, the text closely mirrors the biblical verses, except for one significant addition, 

Eve! God places both Adam and Eve in the garden, and commands both of them not to 

eat from the tree of knowledge. From its first lines, Sefer Ha-Yashar asserts itself as a 

text that is concerned with elevating female voices.  

Unfortunately, Sefer Ha-Yashar has not received the critical attention it deserves, 

particularly in the English-speaking world. Especially now, in our post-modern context, 

we need midrash that is concerned with individuals and their human experiences. We 

need a text like Sefer Ha-Yashar, which invites all into Torah without sacrificing depth 
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for profundity. Lastly, as more and more Jewish women across the spectrum of Jewish 

identity find their way into Jewish educational spaces, we need texts that speak to 

women, not about women, and emphasize their equal stake in the covenant. We need 

Sefer Ha-Yashar.   

 This thesis is a first step in bringing Sefer Ha-Yashar back to the Jewish world. 

What follows is an annotated translation and commentary on two chapters of the text, six 

and nine.12 These translations are based on the edition of Sefer Ha-Yashar by Yosef Dan. 

They represent an effort to preserve the original Hebrew text, while retaining their folk-

quality in English, with a strong preference towards readability and colloquialism in the 

translation. The annotations and commentaries explore the textual traditions present in 

the text, revealing the sources and intertextuality in order to derive interpretive meaning 

from their inclusion. Chapter six of Sefer Ha-Yashar begins with Abram and Sarai 

entering Egypt due to famine and ends with the covenant of circumcision, (Genesis 12-

18) and chapter nine is an extended Akedah narrative. (Genesis 22) Particular attention is 

paid to the evolution of Sarah throughout these chapters. The structure of those two 

sections is as follows:  

1) Above the Line  
a. ShY text  
b. Biblical Source Text  

i. These are only included above the line if they are part of the 
narrative flow of the text. All other relevant source texts are 
included in the commentary and notes.  

2) Below the Line   
a. Commentary  

i. The commentary explores broader themes in the textual sections. 
The commentaries are diverse, but all aim to derive meaning from 
the literary, inner-textual and intertextual elements of the ShY. 

                                                
12 Chapters as divided in Yosef Dan edition  
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Particular attention is payed to the parallel biblical and rabbinic 
sources.    

b. Endnotes  
i. Includes source texts, textual allusions, parallel texts and 

traditions.  
 
Following the translation and commentary is an overview and analysis of the other 

women in Sefer Ha-Yashar (ShY, hereto forth) which explores the how the literary and 

structural elements work to give voice to the female figures.  



 
 

9 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

PART II 
 
 

SEFER HA-YASHAR CHAPTER 6 
(GENESIS 12-18)
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 ינפמ הב תבשל ץראה יבשוי ולכי אלו ,ןענכ 1ץרא לכב דבכ בער יהיו איהה הנשב יהיו
 ינפמ המירצמ ודריו וכליו ,4ול רשא לכו אוה םרבא םקיו .3 2דאמ אוה דבכ יכ בערה
  .ךרדה ינפמ תונל םימי לחנה לע ובשיו ,5םירצמ לחנב יהיו ,בערה

 
And it came to pass in that year and there was a severe famine in all the land 
of Canaan, and the inhabitants of the land couldn’t dwell there because of 
the famine, which was very oppressive. Abram and everyone with him 
arose, and they went down to Egypt because of the famine, and at the river 
of Egypt, they dwelled by the river for a few days to rest because of the 
journey. 
 
 

This event is recording in the Tanach in Genesis 12:9-10.  
 

ֵיּוַ ץרֶאָ֑בָּ בעָ֖רָ יהְִ֥יוַ :הבְָּגֽנֶּהַ עַוֹס֖נָוְ Bוֹל֥הָ םרָ֔בְאַ עסִַּ֣יּוַ   ׃ץרֶאָֽבָּ בעָ֖רָהָ דבֵ֥כָ־יֽכִּ םשָׁ֔ רוּג֣לָ ה֙מְָירַ֙צְמִ םרָ֤בְאַ דרֶ֨
 
Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negev.  
There was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, 
for the famine was severe in the land. 

 
Genesis includes the journeying towards the Negev as part of Abram’s tour of the 

land that God has just promised him. The descent into Egypt due to the famine appears to 

be a separate event.  

ShY omits the tour of the land, and states that Abram dwelled in the Oaks of 

Mamre, in the land of Canaan. (Ch. 4) The above section combines the journey towards 

the Negev with descent into Egypt, citing the famine as the only reason to be heading 

southward. Although subtle, this change emphasizes the dire situation of the famine, 

causing them to uproot themselves from their newly-given land entirely and going to 

Egypt as a last resort, rather than going to Egypt as a convenient, nearby alternative to the 

scarcity in Canaan.  
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More noticeably is the emphasis placed on the scope and magnitude of the famine 

in the ShY text, adding adjectives and superlatives to the biblical text, as well as a third 

mention of the famine.  

 
Genesis 12:10 Text  Sefer haYashar Text   

דבכ The adjective  דבכ בער יהיו  בעָ֖רָ יהְִ֥יוַ , (lit. 
heavy) is included only in 
the second half of the 
biblical verse. Adding it 
here emphasizes the 
intensity of the famine.  

 Genesis simply states, “in ןענכ ץרא לכב ץרֶאָ֑בָּ
the land.” ShY’s rendering 
explicitly states Canaan as 
the location for the famine, 
connects to the previous 
chapter which places 
Abram in Canaan, and 
explains why Abram 
couldn’t travel elsewhere 
in Canaan. There is also a 
narrative effect of 
describing the famine as 
effecting the entirety of 
Canaan.  

 תבשל ץראה יבשוי ולכי אלו 
 הב

Not found in the biblical 
text, paints Canaan as 
uninhabitable.   

ֵיּוַ  An additional mention of בערה ינפמ המירצמ ודריו וכליו ה֙מְָירַ֙צְמִ םרָ֤בְאַ דרֶ֨
the famine as the reason for 
traveling to Egypt, not 
found in the biblical text.   

“ The word דאמ אוה דבכ יכ ץרֶאָֽבָּ בעָ֖רָהָ דבֵ֥כָ־יֽכִּ דאמ ” is added 
here for extra emphasis.  

  
Notes: 

1 Genesis Apocryphon 19:3 also describes the famine as affecting the entire land, “A 
famine took place throughout all this land…” Midrash Tanhuma states that “no famine 
ever equaled it.” (Tanhuma ha-Nidpas Lech L’cha 5)  
דבכ 2 , literally meaning “heavy.” NJPS translates the word in this context as “severe.” 
BDB notes that when the phrase “ דאמ דבכ ” appears in the biblical text, it has the 
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connotation of “very oppressive.” I have chosen to preserve both these renderings in my 
translations of “ דבכ ” and “ דאמ אוה דבכ .”  
3 A possible allusion to “ דאמ דבכ ,” which occurs several times in the biblical account of 
the Ten Plagues. Including it here foreshadows the plagues which will hit the house of 
Pharaoh on account of Sarai later in the narrative (See Ex 9:3,18:24; 10:14), and the 
fortune with which Abram will leave Egypt with. (Gen 13:2)  
4 Note that this is inclusive of Sarai, who is a fellow traveler alongside Abram. This is 
found in Tanhuma ha-Nidpas as well, where Abram informs Sarai of the famine and of 
the required journey. “Abraham said to his wife Sarah: ‘There is a famine in our 
land…Egypt is a pleasant land in which to dwell; let us go there, since there is a huge 
supply of bread and meat in that land.’ Thereupon, the two of them departed for Egypt.” 
(Lech L’cha 5)   
5 The expression “ םירצמ לחנב ” is used as a geographic marker – a border of the edge of 
Canaan. (See II Kings 24:7; Isaiah 27:12; Joshua 15:47; II Chronicles 7:8; Numbers 34:5; 
I Kings 8:65; Ezekiel 47:19, 48:28) 
This understanding fits with the Genesis narrative, which lists the “ םִירַ֔צְמִ רהַ֣נְּ ” as a border 
of the covenantal land. (Gen 15:18) Ibn Ezra notes that this does not refer to the Nile. 
(Comment to Gen 15:18) Note that ShY does not use the word “ רואי ,” a borrowed 
Egyptian word which refers to the Nile River or the surrounding delta and tributaries. 
Generally, this word is used in place of רהנ – river –either when the setting is Egypt (Ex 
2:3, 5 4:9, 7:9, 15, 18) or in references to 
Egypt (Dan 12:5,6). However, a similar account in Midrash Tanhuma ha-Nidpas 
specifically names the river as “ רואיה .”  
 
Genesis Apocryphon identifies this river as “ ארהנ אנומר̇כל ” the Carmon river, one of the 
branches of the Nile. (1Q20 (1QapGen ar) 19:11) In the GA narrative, Abram reaches the 
Carmon river, and then crosses its seven branches in order to reach the land of Egypt. The 
Carmon River might refer to the Eastern branch of the Nile Delta. (Knibb 1987) 
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 ירש תא אריו םימה לא םרבא טביו ,םירצמ לחנ תפש לע ותשא ירשו םרבא 6וכלהתיו
 הארמב םיהלאה ךארב רשא ירחא :ירש לא םרבא רמאיו .דאמ דאמ איה הפי יכ ותשא
 7.םמוקמב םיהלא תארי ןיא יכ ,ךתוא וחקלו ינוגרהי ןפ םיירצמה תא ינא ארי ,הזה בוטה
 בטיי ןעמל ,ילע ךתוא ולאשי רשא לכל תא יתוחא יל אנ ירמא ,ימע השעת רשא הז ךא
 .תומנ אלו היחנו יל

 
And Abram and Sarai, his wife, walked along the bank of the river of Egypt, 
and Abram gazed at the water, and for the first time saw Sarai, his wife, for 
she was incredibly beautiful.  Abram said to Sarai: “Since God created you 
with this beauty, I fear the Egyptians, lest they kill me and take you, for 
there is no fear of God in their place. So, this is what you must do for me: 
Please say that you are my sister whenever they ask you about me, in order 
that it may go well for me, and that we will live and not die.”8  
 
Genesis 12: 11-13  

 האֶרְמַ־תפְַי השָּׁאִ יכִּ יתִּעְדַָי אָנ־הֵנּהִ וֹתּשְׁאִ ירַשָׂ־לאֶ רמֶאֹיּוַ המְָירָצְמִ אוֹבלָ בירִקְהִ רשֶׁאֲכַּ יהְִיוַ
 תְּאָ יתִֹחאֲ אָנ־ירִמְאִ ׃וּיּחְַי Bתָֹאוְ יתִֹא וּגרְהָוְ תאֹז וֹתּשְׁאִ וּרמְאָוְ םירִצְמִּהַ Bתָֹא וּארְִי־יכִּ הָיהָוְ ׃תְּאָ
  ׃Bלֵלָגְבִּ ישִׁפְַנ התְָיחָוְ Bרֵוּבעֲבַ ילִ־בטַיִי ןעַמַלְ
 

As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know what a 
beautiful woman you are. If the Egyptians see you, and think, ‘She is his wife,’ 
they will kill me and let you live. Please say that you are my sister9, that it may go 
well with me because of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to you.” 

 
 

In Genesis, Abram already knows of Sarai’s beauty, and tells her his plan just 

before entering Egypt. In the ShY account, Abram has a sudden realization of Sarai’s 

beauty. Two verbs emphasize this point, “ טביו ” and “ אריו .” Literally, “ טביו ” means, “look, 

gaze,” but can also suggest illumination and even vision. The more common "האר"  here, 

too, suggests a more essential way of seeing, an idea rooted in the Midrashic tradition. 

The account in ShY closely resembles Midrash Tanhuma ha-Nidpas. As the two 

of them were standing by the river:  

 .תחַרַוֹז המָּחַכַּ רהָנָ וֹתוֹאבְּ הרָשָׂ לשֶׁ האָוּבבָּ וּניבִאָ םהָרָבְאַ האָרָ
 
Our patriarch Abraham noticed that Sarah’s reflection in the river was like the 
radiance of the sun. 



 
 

14 

The Tanhuma then states that Abram was previously unaware of Sarai’s beauty 

and only realizes it in this reflective revelation. Targum Yonatan indicates that Abram’s 

sudden awareness comes because they must remove their clothing in order to cross the 

river, and upon seeing her naked says, “Behold, until this I have not beheld thy flesh; but 

now I know that thou art a woman of fair aspect.”  

The Babylonian Talmud also maintains this tradition, stating:  
 

Abraham did not even look at his own wife, as it is written: “Now I know that you 
are a beautiful woman” (Genesis 12:11). One may learn by inference that initially 
he did not know how beautiful she was because he had not gazed at her. (BT Baba 
Batra 16a)  

 
In Genesis Apocrophon, this realization came in an actual vision:  
 

And on the night of our entry into Egypt, I, Abram, dreamt a dream; and behold, I 
saw in my dream a cedar tree and a palm tree. Men came and they sought to cut 
down the cedar tree and to pull up its roots, leaving the palm tree standing alone. 
But the palm tree cried out/saying, "Do not cut down this cedar tree, for cursed be 
he who shall fell it." And the cedar tree was spared because of the palm tree and 
was not felled. 
 
 
And during the night I woke from my dream, and I said to Sarai, my wife, "I have 
dreamt a dream and I am fearful because of this dream." She said to me, "Tell me 
your dream that I may know it." So I began to tell her this dream and told her the 
interpretation of the dream: that they will seek to kill me, but will spare you. Say to 
them of me, 'He is my brother, and because of you I shall live, and because of you 
my life shall be saved.' 

 
In both Genesis and ShY, the word used for the Egyptians seeing Sarai is “ .ה.א.ר .” 

Giving Abram a special word ( טבי ) to see Sarai suggests that he sees her beauty in a 

different, deeper way. 

  

Bלֵּהַתְהִ 6  connotes a sense of wandering or walking around, without a destination in mind. 
ShY paints a picture of a couple out for a waterfront stroll. 
7 The idea that the Egyptians are immoral can be found in numerous places, see Midrash 
Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5; Ginsberg Legends of the Jews I 222)  
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8 Note the use of the common plural, “ תומנ אלו היחנו .” This change from the biblical text 
presents Abram more humanely, concerned with the well-being of himself, as well as his 
wife.   
9 While other traditions maintain that Abram and Sarai, were in fact, half-siblings (See 
Jubilees 12:10) ShY casts Sarai is a distant niece. We are introduced to Sarai as the 
daughter of Terach, Abram’s eldest brother, when Abram was ten years-old. According 
to ShY, Sarai had a sister as well, named Milca. The text avoids some insinuations of 
impropriety, maintaining that Sarai and Abram did not grow up in the same house, 
Abram instead living with Noah and Shem. (Dan, 66) Later, Nachor and Abram both 
marry their brother’s daughters, which is consistent with the biblical text. (Gen 11:29; 
Dan, 81) ShY includes no mention of Iscah, who is mentioned in Genesis and the rabbis 
later identify as Sarai, but comes to the same conclusion, that Abram married his 
brother’s daughter. (BT Sanhedrin 69b, Targum Yonatan 11:29) One Islamic tradition 
suggests that Abram said, “‘She is my sister,’ having in mind his sister in religion.” (al-
Qummi 1:332.3) This stems from a prevalent theme in Islam, that “Abraham and Sarah 
are the only believers (Muslims) on earth. As fellow Muslims, they are indeed siblings in 
a religious sense, despite the fact that they are in no way biologically related.” (Firestone, 
1991 204)  
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 ויחא ןב 10טול לא םגו בערה ינפמ המירצמ ותא ואב רשא םישנאה לכל םג םרבא וציו
 תאז לכבו .איה םרבא תוחא :12תרמאו 11הרש לא םיירצמה םכתא ולאשי יכ :רמאל הוצ
 תחת הנריתסיו הביתב הנתיו ירש תא חקל ךא ,הלאה םירברב 13םהב םרבא חטב אל
 .םיירצמה תער יפנמ ירש לא דאמ ארי יכ ,םהל רשא םילכה
 

And Abram also commanded all the people that came with him to Egypt 
because of the famine, and Lot, his nephew, saying: If the Egyptians ask all 
about Sarai, you should say: She is Abram’s sister. Nevertheless, Abram did 
not trust them in these matters, so he took Sarai and put her in a chest and 
hid her underneath the vessels they had, for he was very afraid for Sarai 
because of the evil of the Egyptians.  
 

 לכו ריעה ירעשב ואב המה .המירצמ ואוביו םירצמ לחנמ 14ותא רשא לכו םרבא םקיו
 .הריעה ואובת רחאו םכדיב רשא לע ךלמה רשעמ ונת :רמאל םהילע ודמע ריעה ירעוש
 םאובב יהיו ,םירצמ ותא רשא םישנאהו םרבא אוביו .ןכ ותא רשא םישנאהו םרבא שעיו
 לא ךלמה ידבע לכ ושגיו .הביתה תא םירצמה ואריו ,הכותב ירש רשא הביתה תא ואשיו
 תתנו הביתה תא אנ חתפ התע ,וניאר אל רשא תוזה הביתב ךתא שי המ :רמאל םרבא
   .הכותב רשא לכמ ךלמה רשעמ תא
 

And Abram and all that were with him arose from the river of Egypt and 
came into Egypt. They entered the gates of the city and all the city’s guards 
stood before them, saying: Give us the King’s tithe for that which you 
possess and then you may enter the city. And Abram did so, and the people 
that were with him did so. And Abram and the who people came with him to 
Egypt were carrying the chest that Sarai was inside of, and the Egyptians 
saw the chest. All the servants of the King approached Abram, saying: What 
do you have in this chest that you didn’t show us? Now, please, open the 
chest and give us the King’s tithe for everything within it.  

 
 ירש ונעיו .15הילע ןתא ילא ורמאת רשא לכ ךא ,חתפא אל תאזה הביתה :םרבא רמאיו
 רמאיו .הרשעמ תא ונל הנת ,איה חלודבו םהוש ינבא תבית :רמאל םרבא תא 16הערפ
 .הביתה תא 17וחתפת אל חותפ קר ,ןתא ילא ורמאת רשא לכ :םרבא

 
And Abram said: I will not open this chest, but, for it, I will give you 
anything you say. And Pharaoh’s ministers answered Abram, saying: The 
chest is onyx stone and crystal, give us its’ tithe. Abram said: I will give you 
anything you say; just do not open the chest.   
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The motif of hiding a woman in a box in order to keep her safe and chaste is a 

common tale type both internal and external to Jewish literature. Genesis Rabbah puts 

both Sarai and Dinah in a box for their protection. (BR 40:5, 76:4) While in the Tanhuma 

text, Abram discusses this plan with Sarai, Genesis Rabbah insinuates that this was done 

without Sarai’s knowledge or consent. (Midrash Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5)  

A similar legend is found in Islam, written by al-Qummi, an early tenth-century 

Shi'ite commentator. In this version of the legend, Pharaoh is replaced  by Nimrod, who 

also plays an adversarial role in ShY, and Abraham is leaving the foreign land rather than 

entering. Although a few of these details differ, the structure and content closely parallels 

the midrashic tradition:  

Nimrod made a proclamation throughout the land to forbid Abraham from 
living in any settled areas. [As) Abraham passed by-Nimrod 's governors, 
any of them could take a tenth of his possessions. Sarah, at this time, was 
with Abraham [hidden] in a box. [One of Nimrod’s men] took a tenth of 
Abraham's possessions and then came to the box. He said, ‘You must open 
it!’  Abraham said, ‘Reckon whatever you desire [of its contents] and take 
a tenth.’ But he said, ‘You must open it!’…18 

 
The narrative as presented in ShY appears to be fusion of both the Islamic and 

Jewish traditions. In both Genesis Rabbah and Midrash Tanhuma, the tax-collectors 

hustle Abram when assessing the unknown contents of the chest, repeatedly increasing 

the quality of the presumed items inside. Both ShY and al-Qummi omit this detail, 

although ShY does reappropriate one detail from Genesis Rabbah, the image of precious 

stones. Instead of being the alleged contents, ShY constructs the chest itself out of onyx 

and crystal, a feature not found in other parallel texts, but perhaps an allusion to the 

earlier midrash. Furthermore, ShY is the only sampled text which has Abram hiding Sarai 

within the chest as well as hiding the chest itself.  
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These added details create an important literary effect. One might imagine the 

scene, a glistening box hidden underneath vessels, just waiting to be discovered. The 

reader waits anxiously as Abram’s attempt to deceive the gatekeepers by hiding such a 

conspicuous item inevitably fails.   Abram’s botched deception raises skepticism among 

Pharaoh’s ministers, and allows them to assume that such a beautiful chest must be 

protecting equally precious items. The radiant exterior of the chest is surpassed only by 

its’ content, Sarai, whose beauty is discussed at length in the following section.  

10 This is the first explicit mention of Lot in this chapter, filling in a gap in the biblical 
text. In both the ShY and Genesis narratives, Lot leaves Haran with Abram, and 
accompanies them into Canaan. However, Genesis 13:1 comments that Lot left Egypt 
with Abram, but never states that he entered Egypt with Abram and Sarai. Including him 
here makes explicit the assumption that he continued to travel in Abram’s party, filling in 
that textual gap. However, this inclusion has a narrative function as well. As Lot plays an 
important role in the later part of this chapter, he is included in our cast of characters 
from the start.  
11 Yosef Dan’s edition of Sefer haYashar indicates a discrepancy in the manuscript, 
which here names הרש  instead of ירש . As I see no exegetical impact of rendering the text 
Sarah versus Sarai, I have chosen to render it as Sarai until the name change.  
12 In Abram’s request to Sarai, ShY mirrors the language of Genesis 12:13: “ אנ ירמא -
Please say.”    
When speaking to Lot and the others, ShY does not include “ אנ ,” suggesting that while 
Abram asked Sarai, he ordered the others. This is yet another indication of Abram’s 
special regard for Sarai.  
13 The parallel form in Abram’s request to Sarai, and Abram’s request to Lot and the 
others suggests that Sarai is included in “ םהב םרבא חטב אל .”  Why does Abram mistrust 
Sarai and the others? Ultimately, the result is the same, as we will soon see. 
14 This mirrors the biblical text, which only mentions Abram entering Egypt. Bereshit 
Rabbah asks, “But where was Sarah?” Filling in this gap, several narratives place Sarai 
inside the chest, and therefore alongside Abram, but not listed.  (Gen. Rabbah 40:5; 
in Tanhuma, Lekh Lekha 5) 
15 Abram’s language here is suggestive. “ הילע ” here has a double meaning, “for it,” 
meaning for the price of the chest, and “on her,” for Sarai.  
16 The titles “Pharaoh” and “King” are used interchangeably, allowing the ancient biblical 
story to speak to ShY’s contemporary readers.  
17 The doubling of the verb here reflects a device in biblical grammar, used to add 
emphasis.  
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18 al-Qummi 1:332.3, as translated by Reuven Firestone in “Difficulties in Keeping a 
Beautiful Wife: The Legend of Abraham and Sarah in Jewish and Islamic Tradition. 
Journal of Jewish Studies. October 1991.  
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 הנהו ואריו ,הקזחב הביתה תא וחתפיו הביתה לא ושגיו םרבאב ךלמה ירש לכ וציאיו
 ,הייפימ דאמ והמתיו ידש תא ךלמה ירש תוארכ יהיו .הביתב 19דאמ ראת תפי השא
 ירש וצוריו .דאמ איה הפי יכ הרש תא תוארל הערפ ידבע לכו םירשה לכ דחי וצבקתיו
 חלשיו ,ךלמה לא ירש תא וללהיו ,ואר רשא םירבדה לכ תא הערפ לא ודיגיו ךלמה
 המתיו ויניעב דאמ בטיתו ירש תא הערפ אריו .20ךלמה ינפל השאה אובתו ,החקיו הערפ
 השאה חקתֻּו 22.הב ותוא םירשבמה לכל תונתמ ןתיו דאמ הב 21ךלמה חמשיו ,היפימ דאמ
  .הערפ תיב

 
And all the ministers of the King pressed Abram and approached the chest 
and they opened the chest forcefully, and they saw, behold, a very beautiful 
woman was in the chest. And when the ministers of the King saw Sarai and 
were astonished by her beauty, they all gathered together, all the ministers, 
and all the servants of Pharaoh to see Sarai, because she was incredibly 
beautiful. And the ministers of the King ran and told Pharaoh everything that 
they had seen, and they praised Sarai to the King. Pharaoh sent for her and 
took her, and the woman came before the King. Pharaoh saw Sarai, and she 
was very pleasing in his eyes, and he was very astonished by her beauty, and 
the King rejoiced in her and gave gifts to everyone who brought the good 
news of her to him. And the woman was taken into the house of Pharaoh.  
 
Genesis 12:14-15  

־לאֶ הּתָֹא וּללְהְַיוַ הֹערְפַ ירֵשָׂ הּתָֹא וּארְִיּוַ ׃דֹאמְ אוהִ הפָָי־יכִּ השָּׁאִהָ־תאֶ םירִצְמִּהַ וּארְִיּוַ המְָירָצְמִ םרָבְאַ אוֹבכְּ יהְִיוַ
 ׃הֹערְפַּ תיבֵּ השָּׁאִהָ חקַּתֻּוַ הֹערְפַּ

When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw how very beautiful the woman was. 
Pharaoh’s courtiers saw her and praised her to Pharaoh, and the woman was taken into 
Pharaoh’s palace. 
 
 

The moment at the city gates mirrors the scene at the river. Just as Abram is 

amazed by the beauty of his wife, so too, are the Egyptians. Sarai’s beauty is astounding. 

According to Genesis Rabbah, when the chest containing Sarai was opened, the entirety 

of Egypt was illuminated. (BR 40:5) Tanhuma uses similar language when Abram and 

Sarai are at the river, when Abram notices that Sarai’s reflection was “ תחַרַוֹז המָּחַכַּ -like the 

radiance of the sun,” and then repeats the same phrase when the chest is open.23  

Sarai’s beauty is well known in the textual tradition, mentioned in both Jewish 

and Islamic sources. Some sources suggest that her beauty stands out compared to the 
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other women around her, as the Egyptians are “swarthy and ugly.” (BR 40:4) Rashi 

suggests a racial dimension, describing the Egyptians as “ םירעוכמו םירוחש םישנא -black and 

ugly people,” who are therefore unaccustomed to beautiful women.  

Other interpretations assert a more universal, eternal beauty.  Genesis Rabbah 

declares that she was more beautiful than Eve, and Midrash Tanhuma claims that “any 

woman compared to Sarah was like a monkey in comparison to a human.” Genesis 

Apocryphon proclaims:  

How irresistible and beautiful is the image of her face; how lovely her 
forehead and soft the hair of her head! How graceful are her eyes, and how 
precious her nose; Every feature of her face is radiating beauty. How lovely 
is her breast, and how beautiful her white complexion! As for her arms, how 
beautiful they are! And her hands, how perfect they are! Every view of her 
hands is stimulating! How graceful are her palms, and how long and thin all 
the fingers of her hands! Her feet are of such beauty and her legs so perfectly 
apportioned! There is no a virgin or bride who enters the bridal chamber 
more beautiful than her. Here beauty surpasses that of all women, since the 
height of her beauty soars above them all! And alongside all this beauty she 
possesses great wisdom. Everything about her is just right!24  

 
Again, we see in Genesis Apocryphon a link to whiteness and beauty. Although 

problematic for the contemporary reader, the image of Sarai’s beauty as luminescent is a 

powerful literary theme throughout the various texts. The Apocryphon text also 

introduces a new element, Sarai’s wisdom. Philo writes that Sarai was “distinguished 

greatly for her goodness of soul and beauty of body, in which she surpassed all the 

women of her time.”25  

The description of Sarai in ShY is not as extensive as these other midrashim, but 

read alongside these earlier traditions, we can understand why ShY emphasizes Sarai’s 

beauty. Rather than an extensive description, the bejeweled chest serves as the emblem of 

Sarai’s own radiance. By using this symbol, ShY achieves several aims. First, the 
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sparkling chest provides a literary device, building thematically to the point when the 

chest will inevitably be discovered.  Second, ShY incorporates the midrashic and 

folkloric motif of a woman’s beauty as illuminative. While it does not state this outright, 

the dazzling crystal and onyx of the chest suggests a similar radiance. Lastly, unlike the 

other narratives, Sarai’s beauty is striking, but not superhuman. The humanity of her 

character will come to serve as an important theme in later sections. 

 
 

19 ShY both quotes and expands the verses from Genesis 12. By retaining the biblical 
language, ShY emphasizes Sarai’s objectification. Now an object to be acquired, Sarai’s 
label changes, referred to for the first time in ShY as “the woman,” rather than by her 
name. By adding the word “ ראת -appearance,” the text further emphasizes Sarai’s beauty, 
and implies that the Egyptians only “ .ה.א.ר -see” Sarai for her external beauty. This 
understanding is underscored in Genesis Rabbah, where the ministers compete in a 
bidding war in order to win the chance to take Sarai to Pharaoh. (BR 40:5) The Tanhuma 
sees Sarai as a sexual object, only someone like Pharaoh is worthy of using such beauty. 
The text employs the phrase “ הּבָּ שׁמֵּתַּשְׁהִלְ ,” a euphemism for sex. (Midrash Tanhuma Lech 
L’cha 5)   
20 In the biblical account, only the ministers praise Sarai’s beauty. By including 
Pharaoh’s own reaction here, Sarai’s beauty is further highlighted, astounding even a 
ruler presumably accustomed to beautiful things.   
21 The extent of Pharaoh’s joy will be juxtaposed against his fear and disappointment in 
the following section. 
22 This foreshadows the gifts that Abram will be given for taking Sarai away the 
subsequent section.  
23 Midrash Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5 
24 Genesis Apocryphon  
25 Philo, as quoted by Vermes, Scripture and Tradition  
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  .הערפ דימ הליצהל 'ה לא ללפתיו ותשא תודוא לע דאמ םרבאל רחיו םהה םימיב
 
In those days, Abram was very upset because of his wife and he prayed to 
the Eternal to save her from the hand of Pharaoh.  
 
 

Most striking about this section is its emotionality, offering portraits of human, 

sympathetic characters. This addition to the biblical narrative highlights an important 

goal of ShY, and narrative midrash more generally, which seek to humanize our biblical 

characters. Commentators and sages have long been concerned with the problematic 

portrait of Abram in Genesis 12, who seems to benefit from Sarai’s suffering without any 

concern for her wellbeing. This stands in contrast to his concern for Ishmael, who, when 

asked to exile his son, responds emotionally in Genesis 21:11. ShY rectifies this 

discrepancy by adapting that verse for this event:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sarai’s capture leads to Abram’s distress. This emotional response is found in 

other midrashim as well. Some suggest he cries, others imagine that he prayed as well. 26 

27 The account in Genesis Apocryphon illustrates a distraught man:  

And I, Abram, wept aloud that night, I and my nephew Lot, because Sarai 
had been taken from me by force. I prayed that night and I begged and asked 
for mercy, and I said in my sorrow while my tears ran down: “Blessed are 
you, O Most High God, Ruler of all the worlds, You who are Ruler and King 
of all things who rules over all the kings of the earth and judges them all! I 
cry now before you, my Lord, against Pharaoh of Zoan, king of Egypt, for 
my wife who has been taken from me by force. Judge him for me that I may 
see your mighty hand raised against him and against all his household, and 
that he may not be able to defile my wife this night and that they may know 

Genesis 21:11 Text  Sefer haYashar Text  
ֹאמְ רבָ֛דָּהַ ערַ֧יֵּוַ  םהָ֑רָבְאַ ינֵ֣יעֵבְּ ד֖
ֹדוֹא לעַ֖  ׃וֹֽנבְּ ת֥

The matter distressed  
Abraham greatly, for it 
concerned a son of his.  

 

 דאמ םרבאל רחיו םהה םימיב
 ותשא תודוא לע
 

In those days, Abram was 
very upset because of his 
wife. 
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you, my Lord, that you are Lord of all the kings of the earth.” And I wept 
and was sorrowful.28 

 
In Midrash Tanhuma, Abram also cries and prays, but his prayer is more critical than 

praising:  

 
When Abraham saw this, he began to weep, and to supplicate the Holy One, 
blessed be He: “Master of the Universe, is this to be my reward for my abiding 
faith in You? For the sake of Your compassion and Your loving-kindness, do not 
put my trust in You to shame.”29 

 
While both traditions portray Abram as emotional and troubled, his concern seems to be 

more for himself than Sarai. In Genesis Apocryphon, he prays that Pharaoh is unable to 

“defile” Sarai, which ultimately makes her unfit for Abram. In Tanhuma, Abram suggests 

that Sarai’s capture is a punishment for him!  

ShY does not include the words of Abram’s prayer, only the content. However, 

the language of our text suggests both an emotional response from Abram as well as a 

selfless prayer for her to be saved. This is a unique addition to the midrashic tradition. In 

the Torah, Abram never prays for Sarai, even when she is barren. Isaac, however, does 

pray for Rebecca:  

 
Genesis 25:21  

ֹנלְ ה֙וָהיַלֽ קחָ֤צְִי רתַּ֨עְֶיּוַ  …אוהִ֑ הרָ֖קָעֲ יכִּ֥ וֹתּ֔שְׁאִ חכַ֣
 
Isaac pleaded with the Eternal on behalf of his wife, because she was 
barren…  

 
Midrash Chad Shenati, an early medieval midrash collection discovered in the 

Cairo Geniza uniquely criticizes Abram’s cold behavior30:    

Come and see! The conduct of Isaac is not like the conduct of Abraham, for 
Abraham’s wife was barren for many years, and he did not plead for mercy 
on her behalf. But when our forefather Isaac saw the matter, he began to 
plead for mercy on her behalf.31  
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Although no other textual parallel exists, a discomfort with Abraham’s lack of prayer can 

be found in Tanhuma (Buber).  

[Rachel] said to [Jacob]: “Thus did Isaac your father do for Rebecca your 
mother; did the two of them not stand and pray opposite one another, as it is 
written, ‘Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife,’ (Gen 25:21), so 
should you pray for me to God. And did Abraham your grandfather not do 
[the same] for Sarah?”32 

 
This text similarly criticizes a patriarch, Jacob instead of Abraham. Here, however, 

Jacob’s lack of prayer is unique among his fathers. Although there is no biblical support 

for the claim, this midrash indicates that Abraham, too, prayed for Sarah.  

ShY includes this contradiction. Rebecca entreats Isaac to pray for her to have a 

child. She says to him:  

My lord, truly, I heard that Sarah, my mother, was also barren in her days, 
until my lord Abraham, your father prayed for her, and she conceived with 
him? Now, you will also stand and pray to God, and God will hear your 
prayer and remember us for the sake of God’s kindness.33  

 
However, ShY includes no such prayer from Abraham on account of Sarah’s barrenness. 

In fact, Sarah’s criticism of Abram for not praying for her is found later in this chapter. 

However, the mention of his prayer for her in this moment makes it more plausible that 

he prays for her later.

26 See Genesis Apocryphon (IQapGen, IQ20); Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5; Tanhuma Buber 
Lech L’cha 8; Legends of the Jews 1: 5 97   
27 Abram also prays for Sarai in Hadith literature. See al-Tabari 2:268  
28 Genesis Apocryphon (IQapGen, IQ20) 
29 Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5 
30 Shana Strauch-Schick and Moshe Lavee, הזינגה ישרדמ -A Monogamous Isaac Prays 
for his Barren Wife. http://thetorah.com/a-monogamous-isaac-prays-for-his-barren-wife/ 
31 Midrash Chad Shenati, Toldot  
32 Tanhuma Buber, Vayezei 19 
33 ShY, 11  
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 וצראמ תכלל םרבא ינודאל תרמא התא ,םיהלא 'ה :רמאתו איהה תעב ירש םג ללפתתו
 תא ונישע הנה התע .ךירבד תא השעי יכו ול ביטיהל והחיטבתו ןענכ הצרא ויבא תיבמו
 אל רשא םע לאו הירכנ ץרא לא ךלנו וניחחפשמ תאו ונצרא תא בוזענו ונתיוצ רשא
 עגפה ילע אוביו ,בערה ןמ וניתב תא ליצהל תאזה ץראב אובנו .םושלש לומת ונעדי
 יתא השעו ,הזה ררוצה רצה דימ ינעישוהו אנ ינליצה םיהלא 'ה התעו .הזה ערה הרקמהו
 .ךדסח ןעמל הבוט

 
 
And Sarai also prayed in that time, and she said: Eternal God, You told my 
master Abram to go from his land and the house of his father, to the land of 
Canaan, and promised to be good be toward him, if he acts according to your 
word. And now, behold, we have done what You commanded us and we left 
our land and our families, and we went to a foreign land and to people we 
did not know heretofore. And we came into this land to save our house from 
the famine, and this misfortune and evil occurrence was brought on me. And 
now, Eternal God, please save me, and free me from the hand of this enemy 
oppressor, and treat me with goodness for the sake of Your grace.  
 
 

Although the mention of Abram’s prayer is notable, it is the detailed supplication 

of Sarai that is most striking. She both beseeches and criticizes God, calling him out for 

not holding up his end of the covenant. Her prayer is rooted in a rich textual tradition, 

appearing first in Genesis Rabbah. 34 In captivity, she cries out to God in anger:  

And the whole of that night Sarah lay prostrate on her face, praying, 
“Sovereign of the Universe! Abraham went forth on your Promise, and I 
went forth with faith; yet Abraham is outside this prison while I am inside 
it!35  

 
Tanhuma Buber expands on the language of Genesis Rabbah:   
 

Sarah also said, Sovereign of the World, Abraham came with you in trust, 
since you had said to him (in Gen 12:3): “I will bless those who bless you.” 
Now I did not know anything except that, when he told me that you had said 
to him (in Gen. 12:1): “Go,” I believed your words. But now, I have been 
left isolated from my father, my mother, and my husband, and this wicked 
man has come to mistreat me. Abraham had acted because of your great 
name and because of our trust in Your words.36  
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In these classical midrashim, Sarai declares her captivity to be particularly unjust. 

Whereas Abram required a promise to heed God’s call, Sarai had no such promise and 

still went forward in faith. Despite her honorable deed, she has been taken captive alone. 

Yet Abram and Sarai were meant to be in covenant together, indicated by the line 

“because of our trust.” Notably, this last line is different in Tanhuma. Sarai prays, “Act 

for the sake of Your great name, and because of my trust in Your word.”37 Here, Sarai is 

an independent agent, imploring God to act because of her faith, and not Abram’s 

actions.  

ShY includes elements from each of these midrashic traditions. Similarly, she 

begins by harkening back to God’s call to Abram in Lech L’cha: 

ShY Text Genesis 12:1 Text 
 וצראמ תכלל םרבא ינודאל תרמא התא
  ויבא תיבמו

You told my Master Abram to go from his 
land and the house of his father 

 @צְרְאַמֵ @לְ־<לֶ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ הוָהְי רמֶאֹיּוַ
  @יבִאָ תיבֵּמִוּ fתְּדְלַוֹמּמִוּ

The Eternal said to Abram, Go forth from 
your land, your birthplace, your father’s 
house. 

 ןענכ הצרא
to the land of Caanan, 

 ׃ךָּאֶרְאַ רשֶׁאֲ ץרֶאָהָ־לאֶ
to the land that I will show you. 

 .ךירבד תא השעי יכו ול ביטיהל והחיטבתו
and promised him to good be toward him, 
if acts according to your word. 

 הֵיהְוֶ fמֶשְׁ הלָדְּגַאֲוַ fכְרֶבָאֲוַ לוֹדגָּ יוֹגלְ fשְׂעֶאֶוְ
 ׃הכָרָבְּ

I will make of you a great nation, and I will 
bless you; I will make your name great, and 
it shall be a blessing. 
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Beautifully, she then transforms the language of Lech L’cha to include herself in the call:    
 
ShY Text Genesis 12:1 Text 

  ונתיוצ רשא תא ונישע הנה התע
And now, behold, we have done what 
You commanded us 

 

 ךלנו וניחחפשמ תאו ונצרא תא בוזענו
and we left our land and our families, and 
we went 

 fצְרְאַמֵ fלְ־Bלֶ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ הוָהְי רמֶאֹיּוַ
  fיבִאָ תיבֵּמִוּ fתְּדְלַוֹמּמִוּ

The Eternal said to Abram, Go forth from 
your land, your birthplace, your father’s 
house 

 אל רשא םע לאו הירכנ ץרא לא ןענכ הצרא
 .םושלש לומת ונעדי

to a foreign land and to people we did not 
know heretofore. 

 ׃ךָּאֶרְאַ רשֶׁאֲ ץרֶאָהָ־לאֶ
to the land that I will show you. 

 
Unlike the classical midrashim, Sarai does not seem to indicate that she is any 

more worthy or faithful than Abram. She simply includes her own journey and sacrifices 

alongside Abram’s. Her approach creates a logical request to God: If Sarai was included 

in the command and promises from God, and she did what was requested of her, then she 

also should also receive benefit from God. She shouldn’t, however, be imprisoned. 

Having made her case, Sarai stands alone before God, and asks to be rescued. In this final 

section of her prayer, there is no mention of Abram or request for his benefit.  

This prayer is the first time we hear Sarai’s voice in ShY. Through her prayer, she 

moves from a passive to an active character. Although silenced during her capture, she is 

now portrayed as a powerful self-advocate.  

The text says something profound about the nature of women’s prayers. Hagar 

and Hannah are often credited as the rabbinic paradigm for praying. ShY instead credits 

Sarai with the original prayer. While Abram’s prayer is mentioned but not detailed, 

Sarai’s supplication is included in full. This seems to indicate that Sarai’s prayer has 
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more power or influence. As discussed in the following section, ultimately God hears 

Sarai’s prayer and intervenes on her behalf.

34 See also Legends of the Jews 1: 5 97  
35 Genesis Rabbah 41:2  
36 Tanhuma Buber, Lech L’cha 8 
37 In Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5  
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 ינפל בשיו אב ךלמהו .הערפ דימ ירש תא ליצהל ךאלמ 'ה חלשיו ירש לוקב 'ה עמשיו
 תא 'ה עמש יכ ארית לא :הילא רמאיו ירש לא אריו ,םהילע דמוע ׳ה ךאלמ הנהו ירש
 ?ךל אוה המ ,הנה ךאיבה רשא שיאה : הילא רמאיו ירש לא ךלמה שגיו .ךתלפת
 רשא בוטה לכב ול תושעל דאמ ואשנלו ולדגל ונילע :ךלמה רמאיו .אוה יחא :רמאתו
 הברה חלודבו םהש ינבאו בהזו ףסכ איהה תעב םרבאל ךלמה חלשיו .ונילע התא הוצת
 .ךלמה  תיב רצחב בשיו ,םרבא תא ואיביו ךלמה וציו .תוחפשו םידבעו דקבו ןאצו דאמ
  .דאמ אוהה הלילב םרבא תא ךלמה לדגיו

 
And the Eternal heard the cry of Sarai, and sent an angel to save Sarai from 
the hand of Pharaoh. And the King came and sat before Sarai, and behold, an 
Angel of the Eternal stood before them, and he saw Sarai and said to her: 
“Do not fear, for the Eternal heard your prayer.” And the King approached 
Sarai and said to her: “The man who brought you here, who is he to you?” 
She said: “He is my brother.” And the King said: We must advance him, and 
elevate him, and enrich him with goodness in any way that you command. 
And at this time, the King sent to Abram silver and gold and onyx stones 
and much crystal38 and sheep and cattle and [male] slaves and maidservants. 
And the King commanded that Abram be brought to him, and he sat in the 
courtyard of the palace. And the King elevated him that very night.  
 
Genesis 12:16  

  ׃םילִּמְַגוּ תֹנֹתאֲוַ תֹחפָשְׁוּ םידִבָעֲוַ םירִֹמחֲוַ רקָבָוּ־ןאֹצ וֹל־יהְִיוַ הּרָוּבעֲבַּ ביטִיהֵ םרָבְאַלְוּ
And because of her, it went well with Abram; he acquired sheep, oxen, asses, male and 
maidservants, she-asses, and camels. 
 
 

Genesis states that God’s intervention (discussed in the following section) is “ ־לעַ

ירַ֖שָׂ רבַ֥דְּ .” This phrase is most often translated as “on account of Sarai,” but the word 

“ רבד ” speaks—alludes to the midrashic tradition of Sarai praying discussed in the earlier 

section.39 However, no such prayer is included in Genesis.  

In ShY, as well as other midrashim, God’s intercession is a direct result of Sarai’s 

prayer. Although both Abram and Sarai pray, it is Sarai’s supplications that are heard by 

God. Both the language and the method of help seem parallel the biblical narrative of 

Hagar. Twice God sends an angel to rescue Hagar. Both events are precipitated by God 

hearing Hagar’s troubles:  
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Genesis 16:11 Genesis 21:17 
׃Bֽיֵנְעָ־לאֶ הוָ֖הְי עמַ֥שָׁ־יֽכִּ  …ר֒עַנַּהַ לוֹק֣־תאֶ ם֮יהlִאֱ עמַ֣שְִׁיּוַ 

 רעַנַּ֖הַ לוֹק֥־לאֶ םיהlִ֛אֱ עמַ֧שָׁ־יֽכִּ
 

For the Eternal has heard your suffering. God heard the cry of the boy… 
For God has heard the cry of the boy 

 
The words of the angel are parallel as well:  
 
ShY Text   Genesis 21:17 

 ירש תא ליצהל ךאלמ 'ה חלשיו ירש לוקב 'ה עמשיו
 ארית לא :הילא רמאיו ירש לא אריו .…הערפ דימ
 .ךתלפת תא 'ה עמש יכ

And the Eternal heard the cry of Sarai, 
and sent an angel to save Sarai from the 
hand of Pharaoh….and he saw Sarai and 
said to her: “Fear not, for the Eternal 
heard your prayer.” 

 רמֶאֹיּוַ םִימַשָּׁהַ־ןמִ רָגהָ־לאֶ םיהlִאֱ Bאַלְמַ ארָקְִיּוַ…
 לוֹק־לאֶ םיהlִאֱ עמַשָׁ־יכִּ יאִרְיתִּ־לאַ רָגהָ Bלָּ־המַ הּלָ
 ׃םשָׁ־אוּה רשֶׁאֲבַּ רעַנַּהַ

…and an angel of God called to Hagar 
from heaven and said to her, “What 
troubles you, Hagar? Fear not, for God 
has heard the cry of the boy where he is. 

 
 
This text serves to further link these two women, whose lives become linked without 

their consent. 

38 Note that Pharaoh’s gift includes onyx and crystal. If, as discussed in the earlier 
section, these stones are a symbol for Sarai’s radiance, perhaps these stones are meant to 
replace what Abram lost.   
39 Genesis Rabbah 41:2  
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 לדחיו להניו תבר הכמ ךאלמה  והכיו הילא תעגל ודי חלשיו ,ירש תא רבדל שגנ ךלמהו
 השעמכ ול שעיו ,ץראה לע ךאלמה והכהו ירש לא ךלמה ברק רשאכ יהיו .הילא תעגמ
 ךאלמה תכה ותיב לכו הערפ ידבע לכ םגר .הזמ ךלמה דרחיו להניו .הלילה לכ הזה
 הלילב הערפ תיב ישנא לכב הלודג הקעצ יהתו ,ירש רבד לע הבר הכמ אוהה הלילב
 ילא אב תאזה השאה לע הנה ךא :רמאיו וילע האבה הערה לכ תא הערפ אריו .אוהה
 .םיבוט םירבד הבל לע רבדיו הנממ קחרתיו ,הזה רבדה

 
And the King went to approach Sarai, and reached out his hand to touch her 
and the angel struck his hand with a mighty hit and he was frightened, and 
he desisted from touching her. And when the King came close to Sarai, the 
angel struck him to the ground, and did this to him all night long. And the 
King was terrified and fearful from this. The angel struck all the servants of 
Pharaoh and his whole household a great blow that night on account of 
Sarai’s word40, and there was a great cry in all of the people of Pharaoh’s 
house that night.  And Pharaoh saw all of the evil that had come upon him 
and said: Surely, on account of this woman this came upon me, and he 
distanced himself from her and spoke nice words to her.  
 
Genesis 12:17 

 ׃םרָבְאַ תשֶׁאֵ ירַשָׂ רבַדְּ־לעַ וֹתיבֵּ־תאֶוְ םילִֹדְגּ םיעִָגנְ הֹערְפַּ־תאֶ הוָהְי עַגּנְַיוַ
But the Eternal afflicted Pharaoh and his household with mighty plagues on account of 
Sarai, the wife of Abram. 
 
 

Sarai’s prayer has power, bringing the help of an angel, who keeps Pharaoh from 

touching her. This angelic figure appears in Genesis Rabbah and the Tanhuma 

midrashim. Although in each of the texts the angel serves to protect Sarai, in the classical 

texts, the angel acts according to Sarai’s commands, striking Pharaoh on demand. Still of 

paramount concern is Sarai’s chastity. These midrashim place the angel between Pharaoh 

and Sarai, striking him even if he tried to touch just her shoe.41 

Although it does not include an angelic aid, the Islamic tradition closely parallels 

our own, as it connects Sarai’s prayer with her protection. She is depicted as devout, 

praying in the Islamic manner, and then adding:  
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O God, You know that I am a believer in You and in Your Apostle. I have 
been chaste to all but my husband. Do not let this infidel overcome me!42 

  
In other Islamic interpretations, whenever Pharaoh tries to touch Sarai, his arm 

becomes paralyzed or withered. Pharaoh, seemingly aware of Sarai’s “power” begs her to 

pray to God to release him.43  

ShY includes both the angel striking Pharaoh as well as the plagues mentioned in 

Genesis 12:17 and other midrashic accounts.  Certainly, striking Pharaoh and his 

household with plagues calls to mind the Exodus narrative. The parallels are remarkable: 

Sarai and B’nai Yisrael call out to God, God sends an angel and plagues to effect their 

freedom. Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer further extends the parallel, stating that the night that 

Sarai was taken into Pharaoh’s house was Erev Pesach. PRE indicates that the plagues 

were meant as a sign of the future plagues that would strike Egypt.44   

 
 

40 The translation here is meant to emphasize the ambiguity of the biblical text alongside 
the Midrashic reading. Is it that Pharaoh is struck simply on account of Sarah, or because 
of her prayer, i.e. her words?  
41 Genesis Rabbah 41:2; Tanhuma Buber, Lech L’cha 8; Tanhuma Lech L’cha 5 
42 lbn Hanbal 2:403; al-Bukhari 3:231, 9:67; Ibn Kathir 216-17 (cited in Firestone)  
43 al-Tabari 2: 267  
44 Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer  
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 שיאה :ירש רמאתו .הנה ומע תאב רשא שיאה תודוא יל אנ דגה : ירש לא ךלמה רמאיו 
 ךלמה לדחיו .םכתערב והותימת ןפ יתארי יכ אוה יחא ךילא הרמואו ,אוה ישיא אוהה
 המתיו ,הכוה ירש רובעב יכ הערפ עדיו ,׳ה ךאלמ תוכמ ותיבמו ונממ ולדחיו ירש לעמ

.הזמ דאמ ךלמה  
 
And the King said to Sarai: Tell me, please, about the man that you came 
with here. And Sarai said: The man, he is my husband. And I told you he is 
my brother because I feared lest you would kill him in your wickedness. 
And the king desisted from Sarai, and the afflictions from the angel of God 
ceased from him and from his house, and Pharaoh knew that it was because 
of Sarai that he had been afflicted, and the king was very astonished by 
this.45  
 

 חקאו ,איה יתוחא תרמא המל ,יל תישע תאז המ :רמאיו םרבאל ךלמה ארקיו רקבב יהיו
 46ךל ,ךלו חק ךתשא הנה התע .דאמ הבר הכמ יתיב לעו ילע איבתו השאל יל התוא
  .הרובעב ונלוכ תומנ ןפ ונצראמ

And it came to pass in the morning, that the king called to Abram, saying: 
“What is this that you did to me; why did you say that she was your sister,” 
so I took her as my wife and she brought upon me and all my house a very 
great affliction. And now, “Behold, take your wife and go,” go from our 
land, lest we all die because of her.  
 

 ׃אוהִ fתְּשְׁאִ יכִּ ילִּ תָּדְגַּהִ־אl המָּלָ ילִּ תָישִׂעָ תאֹזּ־המַ רמֶאֹיּוַ םרָבְאַלְ הֹערְפַ ארָקְִיּוַ
Pharaoh sent for Abram and said, “What is this you have done to me! Why 
did you not tell me that she was your wife? 
 

 ׃Bלֵוָ חקַ fתְּשְׁאִ הֵנּהִ התָּעַוְ השָּׁאִלְ ילִ הּתָֹא חקַּאֶוָ אוהִ יתִֹחאֲ תָּרְמַאָ המָלָ
Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her as my wife? Now, 
here is your wife; take her and be gone!” 
 

Despite attesting to the power of her prayer, it is not clear if ShY believes that it is 

Sarai’s prayer that saves her, or that she is Abram’s wife.  

 

45 Suddenly, he sees Sarah in a different way, beyond just the beauty that he saw before. 
46 Note the literary allusion to Lech L’cha. Just as Abram journeyed to Egypt after 
leaving home, he will now return to Canaan.  
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 ירש תא ול בשיו םרבאל ןתיו בהזו ףסכו תוחפשו םידבעו רקבו ןאצ דוע הערפ חקיו
 ירש לא הנתיו ושגליפ ול הדלי רשא ול רשא תחא הרענ תא םג ךלמה חקיו .ותשא
 תאזה השאה תיבב החפשל היתת רשא יתב ךל בוט : ותב לא ךלמה רמאיו .החפשל
  .תאזה השאה רובעב ונילע האבה הערה תא וניאר רשא ירחא יתיבב הריבג ךתויהמ
 

And Pharaoh took more sheep, cattle, slaves, [male] slaves, maidservants, 
silver and gold, and he gave [them] to Abram, and returned Sarai, his wife to 
him. And the King also took a girl whom his concubine had borne to him, 
and gave her to Sarai as a handmaid. And the king said to his daughter: It is 
good for you, my daughter, that you will be a handmaid in this woman’s 
house, rather than you being mistress in my house, after we have seen the 
evil that came upon us on account of this woman. 
 
 

In Genesis, Abram and Sarai are simply escorted out of the land. ShY, and other 

midrashim include parting gifts. In the first round of gifts in our text, Abram is given: 

silver, gold, onyx, crystal, sheep, cattle, [male] slaves and maidservants. Upon leaving, 

Pharaoh gives Abram silver, gold, sheep, cattle, [male] slaves and maidservants. Only 

missing from this second round of gifts is the onyx and crystal. These precious stones 

symbolized Sarai. As Sarai has returned to her husband, he no longer needs the symbolic 

representation.  

An additional gift, given to Sarai, is Pharaoh’s daughter, who will later be known 

as Hagar. Genesis Apocryphon is the first to include this lineage of Sarai’s handmaiden. 

In that narrative, the woman given to Sarai is simply named as “Hagar,” no lineage is 

given.47 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, however, provides this important detail.  

Sarai, Abram’s wife, bore him no children; but she had an Egyptian maid whose 
name was Hagar, a daughter of Pharaoh, whom he gave to her as maid when he 
took her and was smitten by a word from before the Lord.48  
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Later, the conversation between Pharaoh and his daughter are added. Our text 

reflects Genesis Rabbah, which portrays Pharaoh as a caring father. He sees that his 

daughter has an opportunity to live a better life, and gives her to Sarai as a handmaid.

47 Genesis Apocryphon, 1QapGen20:18  
48 Targum Pseudo Jonathan Genesis, translation by M.J. Maher 
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 תאו ותוא וחלשיו םישנא הערפ וילע וציו ,ול רשא לכו אוה םירצממ לעיו םרבא םקיו
 ולהא םש הטנ רשא השע רשא חבזמה םוקמ לא ןענכ הצרא םרבא בשיו .ול רשא לכ
 .הליחתב

 
And Abram arose and went up out of Egypt, himself and all that was his, and 
Pharaoh appointed men and they accompanied him, and all that was his. And 
Abram returned to the land of Canaan to the place of the altar49 which he had 
made, there, where he had pitched his tent in the beginning.  
 
Genesis 13:1 

 ׃הבְָּגנֶּהַ וֹמּעִ טוֹלוְ וֹל־רשֶׁאֲ־לכָוְ וֹתּשְׁאִוְ אוּה םִירַצְמִּמִ םרָבְאַ לעַַיּוַ
From Egypt, Abram went up into the Negev, with his wife and all that he possessed, 
together with Lot. 
 
Genesis 13:3-4 

־לאֶ ׃יעָהָ ןיבֵוּ לאֵ־תיבֵּ ןיבֵּ הלָּחִתְּבַּ ]וֹלהֳאָ[ הלהא םשָׁ הָיהָ־רשֶׁאֲ םוֹקמָּהַ־דעַ לאֵ־תיבֵּ־דעַוְ בֶגנֶּמִ ויעָסָּמַלְ Bלֵֶיּוַ
 ׃הוָהְי םשֵׁבְּ םרָבְאַ םשָׁ ארָקְִיּוַ הנָֹשׁארִבָּ םשָׁ השָׂעָ־רשֶׁאֲ חַבְֵּזמִּהַ םוֹקמְ

And he proceeded by stages from the Negev as far as Bethel, to the place where his tent 
had been formerly, between Bethel and Ai, the site of the altar that he had built there at 
first; and there Abram invoked the LORD by name. 
 
 
 
 

49 PRE 31:1 names this site as Bethel, where Jacob later has his famous ladder dream.  
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 רובעב ול ׳ה ביטה יכ ,םילהאו רקבו ןאצ דבכ הנקמ ול היה םרבא יחא ןרה ןב טול םגו
 היה יכ ,םרבא הנקמ יעור םע טול הנקמ יעור וביריו ץראב םרבא תבשכ יהיו .םרבא
 הנקמ יעור לכ םגו .םהינקמ ינפמ םתוא תאשל ץראה הלכי אלו ץראב תבשמ בר םשוכר
 יכ ושעי ןכ אל טול הנקמ יעורו ,ץראה ישנא תודשב ועגי אל תוערל וכלי רשאכ םרבא
 לא ואוביו ,םוי םוי הזה רבדה תא ץראה ישנא ואריו .ץראה ישנא תודשב תוערל םובזעי
 רשא הזה השעמה המ טול לא םרבא רמאיו .טול הנקמ יעור תודוא לע ומע וביריו םרבא
 ,םירחא תודשב תוערל ךנקמ יעור תא הוצת רשא ץראה יבשויב ינשיאבהל יל תישע
 טולב םרבא בריו .הז םהל השעת המלו ןענכ ינב ךותב תאזה ץראב רג ינא יכ תעדי אלה
 .הזה רבדכ תושעל ףסויו םרבא לוקב טול עמש אלו .םוי םוי הזה רבדה לע

 
Lot, the son of Haran, Abram’s brother, also had much livestock, sheep, 
cattle and tents, for God was good to him on account of Abram. And when 
Abram dwelled in the land the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock and the 
herdsmen of Abram’s livestock quarreled because their possessions were too 
great to dwell in the land and the land could not support them because of 
their livestock.  
 
Also, when all of Abram’s livestock went to graze, they would not touch the 
fields of the people of the land, but the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock would 
not do this, for they left them to graze in the fields of the people of the land. 
And when the people of the land saw this day after day, they came to Abram 
and they quarreled with him about the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock. Abram 
said to Lot, “What is this thing that you are doing to me, to defame me 
among the people of the land who command their herdsmen to graze in other 
fields! Don’t you not know that I live in this land among Canaanites? Why 
do you do this do them?” And Abram quarreled with Lot about this matter 
every day, but Lot did not listen to Abram, and continued to act in this 
manner.   
 
Genesis 13:5-7  

 אlוְ ברָ םשָׁוּכרְ הָיהָ־יכִּ ודָּחְַי תבֶשֶׁלָ ץרֶאָהָ םתָֹא אשָׂנָ־אlוְ ׃םילִהָֹאוְ רקָבָוּ־ןאֹצ הָיהָ םרָבְאַ־תאֶ Bלֵֹההַ טוֹללְ־םַגוְ
 ׃ץרֶאָבָּ בשֵֹׁי זאָ יִזּרִפְּהַוְ ינִעֲנַכְּהַוְ טוֹל־הנֵקְמִ יעֵֹר ןיבֵוּ םרָבְאַ־הנֵקְמִ יעֵֹר ןיבֵּ בירִ־יהְִיוַ ׃ודָּחְַי תבֶשֶׁלָ וּלכְָי
 

Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, so that the land could not 
support them staying together; for their possessions were so great that they could not 
remain together. And there was quarreling between the herdsmen of Abram’s cattle and 
those of Lot’s cattle.—The Canaanites and Perizzites were then dwelling in the land.
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 שקומל התא יל היהת יתמ דע :טול לא םרבא רמאיו .םרבאל ודיגיו ץראה יבשוי ואוביו
 דרפיה ךא .ונחנא םיחא םישנא יכ ךיניבו יניב הבירמ אנ יהת לא התע ,ץראה יבשוי םע
 אנ קחר ךא ,ךל רשא לכו ךנקמו התא וב בשת רשא םוקמ ךל רחבו אנ ךל ,ילעמ אנ
 .ילעמ אנ קחר ךא ,ונממ יתמקנו הער ךל השעי רשא היהו יתאמ ךלת יכ ארית לא התאו
 ןדריה רככ דגנ ויניע אשיו טול םקיו הלאה םירבדה לכ תא טול לא םרבא רבדב יהיו
 םרבא םעמ טול ךליו .הנקמהו הערמלו םדאל בוטו הקשמ ולוכ אוהה םוקמה תא אריו
 ול בשי םרבאו .ויחא לעמ שיא ודרפיו ,םודסב רגיו ,ולהא םש טיו ,אוהה םוקמה לא
   .םינשו םיבר םימי אוהה םוקמב םרבא בשיו ,ולהא םש טיו ןורבחב רשא ארממ ינולאב

 
And the people of the land came and told Abram. Abram said to Lot, “For 
how long will you be a snare with the people of the land for me? Now, 
please let there not be a quarrel between me and you, for we are brothers. 
But, you must separate from me, go please land choose for yourself a place 
that you may dwell in, for you, your livestock and all that is yours, but 
please, be far away, and do not fear that you will depart from me, for when 
evil comes to you, I will avenge you; but please, go far away from me! And 
after Abram to Lot all of these things, Lot arose and lifted his eyes to the 
Jordan Valley, and he saw that the place was fertile and good for humans 
and for pasture, and for livestock. And Lot went away from Abram to that 
place, and he put up his tent, and lived near to Sodom, and separated 
kinsmen. And Abram settled himself in the Terebinths of Mamre that were 
in Hebron, and he pitched his tent there, and Abram dwelled in that place for 
a long time.   
 
Genesis 13:8-12 

 טוֹל־אשִָּׂיּוַ ׃וּנחְנָאֲ םיחִאַ םישִׁנָאֲ־יכִּ fיעֶֹר ןיבֵוּ יעַֹר ןיבֵוּ fינֶיבֵוּ ינִיבֵּ הבָירִמְ יהִתְ אנָ־לאַ טוֹל־לאֶ םרָבְאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ
 םִירַצְמִ ץרֶאֶכְּ הוָהְי־ןַגכְּ הרָֹמעֲ־תאֶוְ םֹדסְ־תאֶ הוָהְי תחֵשַׁ ינֵפְלִ הקֶשְׁמַ הּלָּכֻ יכִּ ןדֵּרְַיּהַ רכַּכִּ־לכָּ־תאֶ ארְַיּוַ וינָיעֵ־תאֶ
 ןעַנָכְּ־ץרֶאֶבְּ בשַָׁי םרָבְאַ ׃ויחִאָ לעַמֵ שׁיאִ וּדרְפִָּיּוַ םדֶקֶּמִ טוֹל עסִַּיּוַ ןדֵּרְַיּהַ רכַּכִּ־לכָּ תאֵ טוֹל וֹל־רחַבְִיּוַ ׃רעַֹצ הכָאֲֹבּ
 ׃םֹדסְ־דעַ להַאֱֶיּוַ רכָּכִּהַ ירֵעָבְּ בשַָׁי טוֹלוְ
 

Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, between my herdsmen 
and yours, for we are kinsmen. Lot looked about him and saw how well watered was the 
whole plain of the Jordan, all of it—this was before the LORD had destroyed Sodom and 
Gomorrah—all the way to Zoar, like the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt. So 
Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan, and Lot journeyed eastward. Thus 
they parted from each other; Abram remained in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled in 
the cities of the Plain, pitching his tents near Sodom. 
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The relationship between Abram and Lot is complex. His prominent role in 
Genesis, and particularly in ShY indicate that their relationship is deeper 
than that of a typical uncle and nephew. Abram uses the language of 
“brothers,” and emphasizes his loyalty to Lot. Genesis Rabbah explains that 
Abram calls Lot his brother because the two bear a striking resemblance.50 
Our interpretive tradition suggests that these two needed each other.  
Josephus suggests that, “Abram, having no son of his own, adopted Lot.”51 
Bereishit Rabbah tells the story of Haran, Lot’s father’s death, incited by 
Abram’s monotheistic rebellion.52   

50 Genesis Rabbah 41:6  
51 The Antiquities of the Jews, Ch. 7  
52 Genesis Rabbah 38:11  
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 ךלמ דורמנ לא ,ויתוביבס רשא םיכלמה לכ לא םליע ךלמ רמעלרדכ חלש איהה תעב
 םתיא תרכ רשא רסלא ךלמ ךוירא לאו םיוג ךלמ לעדת לאו ודי תחת היה רשא רענש
 םויה יב ועשפ יכ היבשוי תאו םודס ירע לכ תא הכנו יל ורזעו יילא ולע ,רומאל תירב
 ףלא תואמ הנומשכ דחי םהינחמ לכ םע הלאה םיכלמ העברא ולעיו .הנש הרשע שולש
 םודס יכלמ לעו .םכרד לע ואצמ רשא םדאה לכ תא וכיו ,םה רשאכ וכלהתיו שיא
 עשרבו םודס ךלמ ערבו םייובצ ךלמ הכאמשו המדא ךלמ באנש םהיכלמ תשמח הרומעו
 .םידשה קמעב הלאה םיכלמ העשת ומחליו הנש הרשע .]הרומע ךלמ[

  
At that time, the King Chedorlaomer of Elam sent to all the Kings that were 
around him, to Nimrod, King of Shinar that was subordinate to him, and to 
Tidal, King of Goiim and to Arioch of Ellasar, with whom he had made a 
covenant, saying “Come up to me and help me and we will smite the entire 
city of Sodom and its inhabitants, because they have rebelled against me for 
thirteen years. And these four kings went up, with all their camps together 
they were eight-hundred thousand men, and went where they were, and 
smote every person that they found on their way.  
 
And the Kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, their five kings, Shinav, King of 
Admah, and Shemeber, King of Zeboiim, and Bera, King of Sodom, Birsha, 
King of Gomorrah. In the tenth year, these four kings went up with all their 
camps, and were together in the Valley of Siddim.  

 
 רמח תוראב תוראב אלמ םידשה קמעו .םליע יכלמ ינפל הרומעו םודס יכלמ לכ ופגניו
 תוראבב ולפיו םהינחמ םע םודס יכלמ לכ וסוניו ,םודס יכלמ תא םליע יכלמ ופדריו
  .טלמיהל רהה לא ולע םיראשנה לכו רמחה
 
 םודסב רשא לכ תא וחקיו ,םודס רעש דע םופדריו םליע יכלמ תשמח םהירחא ואוביו
 ,ושוכר תאו ותוא וחקל םרבא יחא ןב טול תא םגו .הרומעו םודס ירע לכ תא וזוביו
 .םהל וכליו םודס ירע שוכר לכ תא ובישיו

 
 
And these nine kings waged war in the Valley of Siddim, and all the Kings 
of Sodom and Gomorrah were smitten by the Kings of Elam. And the Valley 
of Siddim was filled with many bitumen pits, and the Kings of Elam pursued 
the Kings of Sodom, and the Kings of Sodom, with their camps, fled, and 
fell into the bitumen pits, and all those who remained went up to the 
mountain to escape.  
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The Five Kings of Elam came after them, and pursued them until the Gates 
of Sodom, and they took all that was in Sodom and plundered all of the 
cities of Sodom and Gommorah. They also took Lot, nephew of Abram, and 
his possessions, and they returned with all of the possessions of the cities of 
Sodom and went on their way.   
 

 םיכלמה ושע רשא לכ תא םרבאל דגיו ,איהה המחלמב היה רשא םרבא דבע יגוע אוביו
 םקיו ,הזה רבדה םרבא עמשיו .םהמע ויחא ןב טול הבשנ רשא תאו םודס ירע לא הלאה
 םיכלמה עברא ירחא ףודריו שיא רשע הנומשו תואמ שולשכ ותיא רשא םישנאהו אוה
 םהמ רתונ אלו ,וישנא ינפלו םרבא ינפל םלוכ ולפיו םכיו םפדריו .אוהה הלילב הלאה
 שוכר לכ תא םהרבא בשיו .וכרדל שיא וכליו וחרב םדבל םיכלמ העברא םא יכ שיא
  .טולל רבד רסחנ אל ,םהל רשא לכו םפטו םהישנו בישה ושוכרו טול תא םגו םודס

 
And Ogi53, Abram’s servant, who was present in this war, told Abram 
everything that these Kings did to the cities of Sodom, and that Lot, his 
nephew, was captured with them. When Abram heard this thing, he and the 
people that were with him, some three-hundred and eighteen men54 pursued 
these four Kings on that night, and they all fell and he smote them, and they 
all fell before Abram and before his people, and none of the men surivived, 
except for the four kings alone, and they fled, each man on his way. And 
Abram returned all of Sodom’s possessions, and also Lot and his 
possessions he returned, and their wives, and their babies, and all that was 
theirs, and not a thing was lost to Lot.  
 

 ומחלנ רשא םידשה קמעמ וישנאו אוה רובעיו ,הלאה םיכלמה תא תוכהמ ובושב יהיו
 ולפנ רשא ,רמחה תוראבמ ותא רשא וישנא רתיו םודס ךלמ ערב אציו .םיכלמה לכ םש
 םע אציו .םש אוה םלשורי ךלמ קדצינודא םגו .םרבא םע וישנא םרבא תארקל םש
 תא קדצינודא ךרביו .ךלמה קמעב דחי םש ובשיו ןייו םחלב וישנאו םרבא תארקל וישנא
 ינפל ןהכ קדצינודא היה יכ ויביוא ללשמ איבה רשא לכמ רשעמ םרבא ול ןתיו ,םרבא
 וילא וננחתיו ,םרבא לא םהידבעו םה ,םש ויה רשא הרומעו םודס יכלמ ושגיו .םיהולא
 .שוכרה לכ תא ול תחקלו םהידבעמ הבש רשא יבשה םהל תתל ,רמאל

 
And it came to pass, when he returned from smiting these kings, he and his 
men passed through the Valley of Siddim where the kings had fought. And 
Berah, King of Sodom and his men who remained that were in the bitumen 
pits, where they fell, went out to meet Abram and the men that were with 
Abram. Adonizedek, King of Jerusalem55 was there. And he went out with 
his people to meet Abram and his men with bread and wine and they sat 
there together in the Valley of the King. And Adonizedek blessed Abram, 
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and Abram gave him a tenth of all that he brought from the spoil of his 
enemies, for Adonizedek was a priest before God. And the Kings of Sodom 
and Gomorrah who were there, they and their servants approached Abram, 
and they urged with him, saying: “Give them the captives which he captured 
from among their slaves, and let him take for himself all of their 
possessions.”  
 

 הדפ רשאו ץראה תאו םימשה תא ארב רשא ׳ה יח :רמאל םודס יכלמ תא םרבא ןעיו
 אלו םכל רשא לכמ רבד חקא םא ,ידיב םנתיו םויה יביואמ ינליצה רשאו הרצ לכמ ישפנ
 וב יתחטב רשא יהולא ׳ה יכ .רישעה םרבא ליצה רשא ונישוכרמ רמאל רחמ וללהתת
 הנה התע .השעת רשא ךידי השעמ לכב ךכרבא ךרב יכ רבד רסחת אל :רמאל ילא רבד
 רשא יתלוז טוח דעו לענ ךורש דעו שפנמ םכמ חקא אל ׳ה יח ,56וכלו וחק ,םכל רשא לכ
 לוכשא רנע ,ימע וכלה רשא םישנאה קלח םגו ,המחלמל יתא םיאצויה םירענה ולכא
 ונתיו .ללשהמ םקלח וחקי םה רומשל םילכה לע ובשי רשא םגו ,םהישנאו םה ,ארממו
 אלו ,רחבי רשא לכמ אוה תחקל וב ורצפיו רמא רשא לככ םרבא ישנאל םודס יכלמ
 תא םגו .םמוקמל וכליו ,טול לא םוציו םהישנא רתי תאו םודס יכלמ תא חלשיו .הבא
 וישנאו םרבאו ,המודס ומוקמל טול בשיו .םהמע ךליו ,וניינק לכ םע חלש ויחא ןב טול
 .ןורבחב רשא הרומ ינולא לא םמוקמ לא ובש

 
And Abram answered the Kings of Sodom, saying, “I swear by The Living 
God, who created the Heavens and the Earth, and who redeemed my soul 
from all my troubles, and who saved me from my enemies, and today, 
placed them in my hands: If I took anything from all that was yours, 
tomorrow will you not complain, saying: ‘Abram became rich from our 
possessions that he saved?’ For my God, in whom I trusted, spoke to me, 
saying, ‘You will shall remove anything, for I will surely bless you in all the 
works of your hands which you do.’ And now, behold, all that is yours, take 
it and go. By The Living God, I will not take from yours, not a person or 
even a shoelace or even a thread, other than that which the boys that went 
out with me to war ate, and also a portion of people who went with me, 
Anar, Eshkol, and Mamre,57 they and their people, and also those who were 
in charge of the vessels to guard them, they will take their portions from the 
spoils. And the King of Sodom gave to the men of Abram all that Abram 
had said, and they pleaded with him to take all that he would choose, but he 
didn’t desire. And he (Abram) sent the King of Sodom and the remaining 
people, and he commanded them to go to Lot, and they went to their place. 
Lot, Abram’s nephew was sent with all he had acquired, and he went with 
them. And Lot settled in his place in Sodom. Abram returned to their place, 
to the Terebinths of Mamre that were in Hebron. 
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This long discursion serves to set up the events at Sodom and Gommorah which 

occur in the next chapter. However, although it explains how and when Lot arrived in 

Sodom, Genesis 13:12 already established Sodom as Lot’s chosen dwelling place. Why 

then, is this included? It sets up a context of where Abram is located, the quality of 

person he is, and how he interacts with others.  

 

53 In Genesis 14:13, this person is named as “ טילִפָּהַ -a fugitive.” Who is Ogi and why is he 
included here?  
54 See also GR 43:2; Numbers Rabbah 18:21; b. Ned. 32a, PRK 8:2; PRE 27 
55 Joshua 10:1-3 names Adonizedek as the King of Jerusalem. See also Genesis Rabbah 
43:6.  
56 This phrase, “ וכלו וחק  , םכל רשא לכ הנה התע ” directly parallels Pharaoh’s language in 
Genesis 12:18: “ ׃Bלֵוָ חקַ fתְּשְׁאִ הנֵּהִ התָּעַוְ .” WHY?  
57 PRE identifies these three men as Abram’s disciples. See PRE 32; Genesis Rabbah 
43:9   
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 דואמ הברה ךרכש ארית לא ,וילא רמאיו ןורבחב דוע םרבא לא ׳ה הארנ איהה תעב
 רשא םימשה יבכוככ ךערז תא יתמשו ךכרבאו ךתוא יתיברה םא יכ ךבזעא אל יכ יינפל
 יתתנ םהל ךיניעב האור התא רשא תוצראה לכ תא ךערזל יתתנו .רפסי אלו דמי אל
 .םימת היהו יינפל ךלהתה ארית לאו קזח ךא ,םלוע דע םתשרל םתוא

 
At that time, God appeared to Abram, who was still in Hebron, and said to 
him: “Do not fear, your reward from me shall be very great, for I will not 
leave you until I have multiplied you and blessed you, and made your 
progeny like the stars in the sky which can not be measured or numbered. 
And I will give your progeny all of the lands that you see with your eyes, to 
them they have been given to inherit forever. So be strong and do not fear, 
walk before me, and you will be blameless.  
 
 
Genesis 15:1  

  ׃דֹאמְ הבֵּרְהַ fרְכָשְׂ Bלָ ןֵגמָ יכִֹנאָ םרָבְאַ ארָיתִּ־לאַ רֹמאלֵ הֶזחֲמַּבַּ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ הוָהְי־רבַדְ הָיהָ הלֶּאֵהָ םירִבָדְּהַ רחַאַ
Some time later, the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision. He said, “Fear not, 
Abram, I am a shield to you; Your reward shall be very great.” 
 
Genesis 17:1  

 הֵיהְוֶ ינַפָלְ Bלֵּהַתְהִ ידַּשַׁ לאֵ־ינִאֲ וילָאֵ רמֶאֹיּוַ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ הוָהְי ארֵָיּוַ םינִשָׁ עשַׁתֵוְ הנָשָׁ םיעִשְׁתִּ־ןבֶּ םרָבְאַ יהְִיוַ
  ׃םימִתָ

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram and said to him, 
“I am El Shaddai. Walk in My ways and be blameless. 
 
 

What precipitates the need for God to give Abram such assurances? The question 

of Abram’s faith with be a continual theme throughout ShY, called into question with the 

various tests. 
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 ויהיו .איהה הנשב גלפ ןב וער תמיו ,םרבא ייחל םינש םיעבשו הנש הנומש תנשב יהיו
 הנדוע םרבא תשא ןרה תב ירשו .תמיו הנש םישולשו עשתו הנש םייתאמ וער ימי לכ
 חקיתו ,הדלי אל יכ התוארכ יהיו .תב אלו ןב אל םרבאל הדלי אלו ,םהה םימיב הרקע
 תא הדמל רגה יכ .השאל השיא םרבאל התוא ןתיתו הערפ הל ןתנ רשא התחפש רגה תא
 רמאתו .המואמ םיבוטה היכרד לכמ הרסח אל ,ירש התוא הדמיל רשאכ ירש יכרד לכ
  .הנממ יכונא םג 58הנבאו ייכרב לע דלתו הילא אב ,רגה יתחפש הנה םרבאל ירש

 
And it came to pass in the eighty-seventh year of Abram’s life that Re’u59, 
the son of Peleg died in that year. And when he died, the span of Re’u’s life 
was two-hundred and thirty-nine years.  
 
And Sarai, the daughter of Haran, Abram’s wife was still barren in those 
days, and she hadn’t bore a child to Abram, neither son nor daughter. And it 
was when she saw that she had not born a child that she took Hagar, her 
handmaid, that was given to her by Pharaoh, and gave her to Abram as a 
wife. For Hagar had learned all of the ways of Sarai that Sarai taught her. 
She lacked nothing of her good ways at all. And Sarai said to Abram: 
Behold, here is my handmaid, Hagar, come upon her and she shall bear a 
child on my knees, and I will also be built up from her. 
 
 

58 Note the word play on the word ה.נ.ב . – build, and ןב  –son. Their future is built on their 
ability to produce male heirs.  
59 Re’u is Abram’s great-great-grandfather (Genesis 11:2) and was King of Lagash. There 
is no indication why this detail is included in ShY. Perhaps his name, which is related to 
“friend” suggests a closeness between the two. Alternatively, the mention could introduce 
Re’u as a foil to Abram. According to the Book of Jubilees, Re’u stayed home when 
Abram left, he worshiped idols when Abram became a monotheist. Re’u’s son, Serug 
dies the same year that Isaac was born, a detail also included in ShY. Perhaps, however 
this is merely chronological filler for our narrative.  
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 שמח תנש איה ,ןענכ ץראב םרבא תבשל 60םינש רשע ץקמ םרבאל רגה תא ירש ןתתו
 אוביו ותחפיש רגה תא חקיו ,ותשיא ירש לוקל םרבא עמשיו .םרבא ייחל הנש םינומשו
 רמאתו .היניעב התריבג לקתו דואמ חמשתו ,התרה יכ רגה ארתו .ול רהתו םרבא הילא
 םע יתריבג רשא םימיה לכ יכ .יתריבג ירשמ ׳ה ינפל הבוט יכונא םא יכ הז ןיא ,הבילב
 .ונממ ןוירה 'ה  יל ןתנ םידחא םימיב ינאו ,התרה אל ינודא

 
And Sarai gave Hagar to Abram after ten years that Abram lived in the land 
of Caanan, this was the eighty-fifth year of Abram’s life. And Abram heקded 
the request of Sarai, his wife, and he took Hagar as his handmaid, and came 
upon her and she conceived for him.  And Hagar saw that she was pregnant, 
and she was very happy, and her mistress was lowered in her esteem. She 
said to herself: “It can only be that I am more worthy before God than Sarai, 
my mistress, for all that time that my mistress with my Lord she did not 
bare, but I was with him only for a few days, and God allowed me to 
conceive with him.”  
 
Genesis 16:1-4  

 תדֶלֶּמִ הוָהְי ינִרַצָעֲ אנָ־הנֵּהִ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ ירַשָׂ רמֶאֹתּוַ ׃רָגהָ הּמָשְׁוּ תירִצְמִ החָפְשִׁ הּלָוְ וֹל הדָלְָי אl םרָבְאַ תשֶׁאֵ ירַשָׂוְ
 תירִצְמִּהַ רָגהָ־תאֶ םרָבְאַ־תשֶׁאֵ ירַשָׂ חקַּתִּוַ ׃ירָשָׂ לוֹקלְ םרָבְאַ עמַשְִׁיּוַ הנָּמֶּמִ הנֶבָּאִ ילַוּא יתִחָפְשִׁ־לאֶ אנָ־אֹבּ
 רהַתַּוַ רָגהָ־לאֶ אֹבָיּוַ ׃השָּׁאִלְ וֹל הּשָׁיאִ םרָבְאַלְ הּתָֹא ןתֵּתִּוַ ןעַנָכְּ ץרֶאֶבְּ םרָבְאַ תבֶשֶׁלְ םינִשָׁ רשֶׂעֶ ץקֵּמִ הּתָחָפְשִׁ
  ׃הָינֶיעֵבְּ הּתָּרְבְִגּ לקַתֵּוַ התָרָהָ יכִּ ארֶתֵּוַ
 

Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had an Egyptian maidservant whose 
name was Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, “Look, the LORD has kept me from bearing. 
Consort with my maid; perhaps I shall have a son through her.” And Abram heeded 
Sarai’s request. So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian—after Abram 
had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years—and gave her to her husband Abram as 
concubine. He cohabited with Hagar and she conceived; and when she saw that she had 
conceived, her mistress was lowered in her esteem.  
 
 

Philo wrote: “ The way of her offer of Hagar to Abraham becomes the clearest 

proof of her virtuous character. In the bible, Sarah says that Abraham should consort with 

her maid because she herself can not bear children; in Josephus’s telling, she makes the 

suggestion only at God’s prompting.”  

Rather than describing Sarah’s feelings, Philo lets her voice them herself. His 

Sarah strikes a very sympathetic, sensitive note.  



 
 

48 

 
60 Abram’s behavior determines future rabbinic law. Based on his example, if a man 
marries a woman and does not have a child after ten years, he is no longer exempt from 
the commandment to procreate. One opinion suggests that a man must remarry, citing 
Genesis 16:3 as its proof text. Although Abram and Sarai were married for much longer 
than ten years, this gemara argues that his time outside of the land of Israel or while one 
of them is either sick or imprisoned does not count towards his tally. (bYevamot 64a)  
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 יכ הז ןיא :הבילב ירש רמאתו ,התחפשב ירש אנקתו םרבאל רגה התרה יכ ירש ארתו
 ינפל תללפתה רשא תעב יכ ,ךילע יסמח :םרבאל ירש רמאתו .דואמ ינממ הבוט איה םא
 ךינפב רגה לא רבדא יכ םגו .ךממ ערז יל ׳ה תתל ,יילע תללפתה אל המל ,ערזה לע ׳ה
 לע ךיניבו יניב ׳ה טופשי ,המואמ הילא רבדת אלו התרה רשא רובעב ירבד תא הזבתו
  .ךייניעב בוטה הל ישע ,ךדיב ךתחפש הנה :ירש לא םרבא רמאיו .יל תישע רשא
 

And Sarai saw that Hagar had conceived with Abram, and Sarai envied her 
handmaid. Sarai said to herself, “It can only be that she is more worthy 
before the Eternal than me.” And Sarai said to Abram, “The hurt done to me 
is because of you, for when you prayed to God for children, why didn’t you 
not pray to the Eternal for your progeny to come from me? Moreover, when 
I speak to Hagar in your presence, she scorns my words61 because she is 
pregnant and you never say anything. God will judge between you and me 
on account of what you have done to me.”  And Abram said to Sarai, 
“Behold, your handmaid is in your hands, do with her what is good in your 
eyes. And Sarai tortured her, so Hagar fled from her presence to the desert.  
 
Genesis 16:5-6 

 ינִיבֵּ הוָהְי טֹפּשְִׁי הָינֶיעֵבְּ לקַאֵוָ התָרָהָ יכִּ ארֶתֵּוַ fקֶיחֵבְּ יתִחָפְשִׁ יתִּתַנָ יכִֹנאָ fילֶעָ יסִמָחֲ םרָבְאַ־לאֶ ירַשָׂ רמֶאֹתּוַ
  ׃הָינֶפָּמִ חרַבְתִּוַ ירַשָׂ הָנֶּעַתְּוַ Bִינָיעֵבְּ בוֹטּהַ הּלָ־ישִׂעֲ Bדֵָיבְּ Bתֵחָפְשִׁ הנֵּהִ ירַשָׂ־לאֶ םרָבְאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃fינֶיבֵוּ
 

And Sarai said to Abram, “The wrong done me is your fault! I, myself put my maid in 
your bosom; now that she sees that she is pregnant, I am lowered in her esteem. The 
Eternal decide between you and me!” Abram said to Sarai, “Your maid is in your hands. 
Deal with her as you think right.” Then Sarai treated her harshly, and she ran away from 
her. 
 
 
Sarah’s statement is that Hagar is more worthy. Sarah’s concern begins a thematic focus 
on worthiness in the eyes of Abraham and God. This will be explored at length in chapter 
nine.    
 

61 See Josephus – Hagar puts on “queenly airs as though the dominion were to pass to her 
unborn son”  (Jewish antiquities I.I87-90) 
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 המש החרב רשא םוקמב ׳ה ךאלמ האצמיו .רבדמה לא הינפמ רגה חרבתו ,ירש הנעתו
 ומש תא תארקו ןב תדלוי ךנה יכ .ךערז תא הברא הברה יכ יארת לא ,הילא רמאיו
 ראבה םוקמל רגה ארקתו .הידי תחת ינעתהו 62ךתריבג ירש לא יבוש התע ,לאעמשי
 ,הינודא םרבא תיב איהה תעב רגה בשתו .דרב ןיבו שדק ןיב הנה יאור יחל ראב אוהה
 םינומש ןב םרבאו ,לאעמשי ומש תא םרבא ארקיו .ןב םרבאל רגה דלתו םימי ץקמ יהיו
 .ותוא התדלב םינש ששו

 
An angel of the Eternal found her in the place to which she fled, and said to 
her out in that place that she fled to, and said to her, “Do not fear, for I 
surely will increase your progeny, for you will bear a son and you will call 
his name “Ishmael.” Now you will return to Sarai, your mistress, and suffer 
under her power. And Hagar called that place of the well “Be’er L’hai Roi, 
which is between Kadesh and Bered. And Hagar returned at this time to the 
house of Abram, her lord, and after some time, Hagar birthed a son to 
Abram. And Abram called him Ishmael, and Abram was eighty-six when 
she bore him.  
 
 
Genesis 16:7 

  ׃רוּשׁ Bרֶדֶבְּ ןִיעַהָ־לעַ רבָּדְמִּבַּ םִימַּהַ ןיעֵ־לעַ הוָהְי Bאַלְמַ הּאָצָמְִיּוַ
An angel of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the 
road to Shur, 
 
Genesis 16:9-10 

 אlוְ Bעֵרְַז־תאֶ הבֶּרְאַ הבָּרְהַ הוָהְי Bאַלְמַ הּלָ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃הָידֶָי תחַתַּ ינִּעַתְהִוְ Bתֵּרְבְִגּ־לאֶ יבִוּשׁ הוָהְי Bאַלְמַ הּלָ רמֶאֹיּוַ
 ׃Bֵינְעָ־לאֶ הוָהְי עמַשָׁ־יכִּ לאעֵמָשְִׁי וֹמשְׁ תארָקָוְ ןבֵּ תְּדְלַֹיוְ הרָהָ Bנָּהִ הוָהְי Bאַלְמַ הּלָ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃בֹרמֵ רפֵסִָּי
 

And the angel of the Eternal said to her, “Go back to your mistress, and submit to her 
harsh treatment.” And the angel of the Eternal said to her, “I will greatly increase your 
offspring, And they shall be too many to count.” The angel of the LORD said to her 
further, “Behold, you are with child and shall bear a son; You shall call him Ishmael, For 
the LORD has paid heed to your suffering. 
 
Genesis 16:13-16 

 יחַלַ ראֵבְּ ראֵבְּלַ ארָקָ ןכֵּ־לעַ ׃יאִֹר ירֵחֲאַ יתִיאִרָ םlהֲ םַגהֲ הרָמְאָ יכִּ יאִרֳ לאֵ התָּאַ הָילֶאֵ רבֵֹדּהַ הוָהְי־םשֵׁ ארָקְתִּוַ
־ןבֶּ םרָבְאַוְ ׃לאעֵמָשְִׁי רָגהָ הדָלְָי־רשֶׁאֲ וֹנבְּ־םשֶׁ םרָבְאַ ארָקְִיּוַ ןבֵּ םרָבְאַלְ רָגהָ דלֶתֵּוַ ׃דרֶבָּ ןיבֵוּ שׁדֵקָ־ןיבֵ הנֵּהִ יאִֹר
  ׃םרָבְאַלְ לאעֵמָשְִׁי־תאֶ רָגהָ־תדֶלֶבְּ םינִשָׁ שׁשֵׁוְ הנָשָׁ םינִֹמשְׁ
 

And she called the Eternal who spoke to her, “You Are El-roi,” by which she 
meant, “Have I not gone on seeing after He saw me!” Therefore, the well was called 
Be’er-l’hai-roi; it is between Kadesh and Bered. Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram 
gave the son that Hagar bore him the name Ishmael. Abram was eighty-six years old 
when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram.  
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ShY only includes Hagar naming the well, and omits Hagar’s response to God 

and the explanation of Ishmael and the well’s names. Perhaps, the author assumes that the 

reader already knows this detail, or perhaps this is an attempt to weaken the appearance 

of Hagar having a closer relationship with God than Sarai. When Sarai prays, God 

responds to with an affirmation of having heard her voice, yet one of the biblical sources 

of that language, from this very event, is not given to its originator.  

The angel instructs Hagar to return to Sarai. Physically, she may return to Sarai’s 

rule, but our author gives a hint as to where her heart lies. She returns to the house of 

“Abram, her lord,” not to Sarai. As an exile herself, perhaps she realizes she does not 

want the same for her son, and knows the opportunities that exist if she remains close to 

Abram, and that she is part of his house whether Sarah likes it or not. 

62 Note that while Genesis 16:9 only names Sarai as ךתריבג , ShY includes Sarai’s name as 
well. Even when she is treating Hagar poorly, the attempt to humanize her character 
remains.  
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 יכ לבות ינב תא םיתכ ינב ומחליו ,םרבא ייחל הנש םיעשתו תחא תנשב םהה םימיב יהיו
 תעקב וכליו הדוגאל ויהיו םיתכ ינב ואצי ץראה לכ ינפ לע םדאה ינב תא ׳ה ץיפהב
 וארקיו ,הנכשותב ובשי לבות ינבו .ויארבית רהנ לע םש ובשיו םירע םש ונביו איפנכ
 איהה תעב יהיו .הזה םויה דע הב ובשיו םהיבא לבות ןב הניבס םש לע הניבס המש תא
 ינבמ םיתכ ינב ולפיו םיתכ ינב ינפל לבות ינב ופגניו ,לבות ינב תא םיתכ ינב ומחליו
 אל רומאל םיתכ ינב לא איהה תעב לבות ינב ועבשיו .שיא םיעבשו תואמ שולשכ לבות
 םימיב תופי תורענ ויה לבות תונב לכ יכ .םיתכ ינב לא ותב ןתי לא שיאו ,ונב ונתחתי
 שיא לכ היהו .ץראה לכב לבות תונבכ םהה םימיב תופי םישנ םש ואצמנ אל יכ ,םהה
 לכו .ץופחי רשא לכמ השא םהמ חקלו לבות תונב לא ךלהו השיאה ראותב ץופחי רשא
 ראותב ץופחי רשא לכ ,םהה םימיב לבות תונבמ םיחקול םירשהו םיכלמהו םדאה ינב
  .דואמ השיאה
 
 םתונב םהל תת יתלבל םיתכ ינב לע לבות ינב ועבשנ רשא םינש שולש ץקמ יהיו
 ינב ורמש יכ .ואצמ אלו לבות תונבמ תחקל שיא םירשעכ םיתכ ינבמ וכליו ,םישנל
 ריצקה ימיב יהיו .םתעובש תא רפהל ובא אלו ,םב ןתחתה יתלבל םתעובש תא לבות
 ריע לא וכליו םיתכ ינב ירוחב לכ וצבקתיו ,םריצק רוצקל םהיתודש לא לבות ינב וכליו
 ואוביו לבות ינב ועמשיו .םהירע לא םואיביו לבות תונבמ הרענ שיא לכ ופטחיו הניבס
 ינב וכליו הנשה תפוקתל יהיו .םצראל םהל ובושיו םהילע ולכי אלו ,המחלמל םהילע
 וכליו ,שיא ףלא הרשעכ םהילא םיבורקה םירעה לכמו םדאה ינבמ םהל ורכשיו לבות
 רצהלו םצרא לכ תא ליפהלו םיתכ ינבב םחליהל לבות ינב וכליו .המחלמל םיתכ ינב לא
 ,דואמ םהל רצ יכ םיתכ ינב ואריו .תאזה םעפב םיתכ ינב לע לבות ינב ורבגיו ,םהילע
 ינב יניעל ונב רשא המוחה לע לבות תונבמ םיתכ ינב ודלי רשא םידליה לכ תא ולעיו
 םכמצע אלו ,םכיתונב םעו םכינב םע המחלמל םתאבה םיתכ ינב םהילא ורמאיו .לבות
 םחליהל ולדחיו ,הזה רבדה תא לבות ינב עומשכ יהיו ?התע דעו זאמ ונחנא םכרשבו
 םהל ונביו איהה תעב םיתכ ינב וצבקתיו .םהירע לא םהילא ובושיו וכליו םיתכ ינבב
 .הצירא תינשה םשו וטרופ תחאה םש תא וארקיו ,םיה לע םייתש םירע
 

And it came to pass in those days, in the ninety-first year of Abram’s life, 
that the people of Kittim fought a war against the sons of Tubal63, for when 
God scattered humans over the face of the Earth, the people of Kittim went 
out and became a community, and they went to the Valley of Canopia and 
built there cities and settled there, on the Tibreu river. And the people of 
Tubal settled in Tushcanah, and they named it Savina, in the name of 
Savina, son of Tubal their father, and dwelled there until this day. And at 
that time, the sons of Kittim and the sons of Tubal fought a war. And the 
sons of Tubal were defeated by the sons of Kittim, and the sons of Kittim 
killed three hundred and seventy men from the sons of Tubal. After that, the 
sons of Tubal swore an oath to the sons of Kittim, saying: “They shall not 
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marry us, and no man shall give his daughter to the sons of Kittim. For in 
that time, all the daughters of Tubal were beautiful young women, and in the 
whole land, they couldn’t find beautiful women at that time like the 
daughters of Tubal. And any man that desired a beautiful woman went to the 
daughters of Tubal and took from them the woman from all that he desired. 
And every man, king, and minister took from the daughters of Tubal in those 
days, everyone who desired a very beautiful woman.64  
     
And three years after the sons of Tubal swore concerning the sons of Kittim 
not to give to them their daughters for wives, and approximately twenty men 
from the sons of Kittim went to take from the daughters of Tubal, and they 
could not be found. For the sons of Tubal guarded their oath not to marry 
them, and they did not want to break their oath. And in the days of the 
harvest, the sons of Tubal went to their fields to reap their harvest, then all 
the young sons of Kittim went to the city of Savina and every man 
kidnapped a young women from the daughters of Tubal, and they brought 
them to their cities. And the sons of Tubal heard this and came upon them to 
wage war, but they couldn’t overcome them and they returned to their land. 
And during that time of the year, the sons of Tubal hired about 20,000 men 
from all the cities that were near them, and they went to the sons of Kittim to 
wage war. The sons of Tubal went to fight the sons of Kittim and to 
overthrow their whole land, and to besiege them, but this time, the sons of 
Tubal prevailed over the sons of Kittim. And the sons of Kittim saw that 
they were in great trouble, and they lifted all the children that were borne to 
the sons of Kittim by the daughters of Tuval on the wall that they had built, 
in the sight of the sons of Tuval. And the sons of Kittim said, “Have you 
come to fight your sons and your daughters; have we not always been your 
bones and your flesh from then until now?” And when sons of Tubal heard 
this thing, they stopped fighting the sons of Kittim and they went and 
returned to their cities. And the sons of Kittim gathered at this time, and they 
built two cities on the water, and named the first one Porto and the second 
Aritzah.65

63 Tubal is mentioned in Genesis 10:2 as the son of Yafet. He is the grandson of Noah.  
64 Insert comment here on parallel description of Sarai, how it helps link the two 
narratives.  
65 Tubal is discussed in Josephus and Pseudo- Philo, and this legend is a version of two 
stories, found in the medieval Chronicles of Jerahmeel and the 10th century Sefer 
Josippon.  
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 רמאיו ׳ה וילא הארנ איהה תעב .םינש עשתו םיעשת ןב םהה םימיב היה חרת ןב םרבאו
 יתתנ רשא תירבה תאזו .דאמ דואמב ךערז תא הבראו ךיניבו יניב יתירב הנתאו ,וילא
 תאז התייהו .ולומי םימי תנומש ןבו .ךירחא ךערזו התא רכז לכ םכל לומה ,ךניבו יניב
  .םלוע תירבל םרשבב יתירב
 
 יכ ירש המש ארקת אל ךתשיא ירש םגו ,םהרבא םא יכ םרבא ךמש דוע ארקי אל התאו
 םיכלמו לודג יוגל םתייהו ,םכירחא םכערז תא יתיברהו םכתא ךרבא ךרב יכ .הרש םא
 ותיב ישנא לכ תא חקיו ,םיהולא ותוא הויצ רשא לכ תא שעיו םהרבא םקיו .ואצי םכמ
 םהרבא םגו .למ אל רשא םהמ דחא ראשנ אלו .׳ה והויצ רשאכ םתוא למיו ופסכ תנקמו
 רשב ולומהב לאעמשי היה הנש הרשע שולש ןב .םתלרע רשב ולמ ונב לאעמשיו
 שמשה םוחב םמחתהל להאה חתפ בשיו ,ולהאמ םהרבא אציו ישילשה םויב יהיו .ותלרע
 .ורשב באכמ
 

And Abram son of Terach was in those days nine-nine years old. And it was 
in this time that the Eternal appeared to Abram, and said to him, “And I will 
place my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your seed. 
And this is the covenant that I place between me and you--circumcise every 
male and all of your progeny after you. And when a son is eight days old, 
circumcise him, and this will be my covenant in their flesh a covenant for all 
time.  
 
And your name will no longer be called Abram, but Abraham, and also 
Sarai, your wife, will not be called by her name Sarai, but rather Sarah. For I 
will surely bless you, and I will increase your progeny after you, and you 
will become a great nation, and kings will come from you. And Avraham 
arose and did all that God commanded him, and took every man in his house 
and those which he acquired with his money, and circumcised them as he 
was commanded to by the Eternal. And there was no one left from them who 
wasn’t circumcised. And also Abraham and Yishmael, his son, circumcised 
the flesh of their foreskins. Yishmael was thirteen years old when he was 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. And it was on the third day66 that 
Abraham came out from his tent and sat in the opening of his tent to warm 
himself in the heat of the sun from the pain of his flesh.  
 
Genesis 17:2  

  ׃דֹאמְ דֹאמְבִּ fתְוֹא הבֶּרְאַוְ fֶניבֵוּ יִניבֵּ יתִירִבְ הָנתְּאֶוְ
I will establish My covenant between Me and you, and I will make you 
exceedingly numerous.” 
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Genesis 17:5 
  ׃fיתִּתְַנ םִיוֹגּ ןוֹמהֲ־באַ יכִּ םהָרָבְאַ fמְשִׁ הָיהָוְ םרָבְאַ fמְשִׁ־תאֶ דוֹע ארֵקִָּי־אlוְ

And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham, for I make you the father of a multitude of nations. 
 
Genesis 17:15 

  ׃הּמָשְׁ הרָשָׂ יכִּ ירָשָׂ הּמָשְׁ־תאֶ ארָקְתִ־אf lתְּשְׁאִ ירַשָׂ םהָרָבְאַ־לאֶ םיהlִאֱ רמֶאֹיּוַ
And God said to Abraham, “As for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her 
Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah. 
 
Genesis 17:23-25  
 

 תיבֵּ ישְֵׁנאַבְּ רכָָז־לכָּ וֹפּסְכַּ תַנקְמִ־לכָּ תאֵוְ וֹתיבֵ ידֵילְִי־לכָּ תאֵוְ וֹנבְּ לאעֵמָשְִׁי־תאֶ םהָרָבְאַ חקִַּיּוַ
 םיעִשְׁתִּ־ןבֶּ םהָרָבְאַוְ ׃םיהlִאֱ וֹתּאִ רבֶּדִּ רשֶׁאֲכַּ הֶזּהַ םוֹיּהַ םצֶעֶבְּ םתָלָרְעָ רשַׂבְּ־תאֶ למָָיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ
 ׃וֹתלָרְעָ רשַׂבְּ תאֵ וֹלֹמּהִבְּ הָנשָׁ הרֵשְׂעֶ שlׁשְׁ־ןבֶּ וֹנבְּ לאעֵמָשְִׁיוְ ׃וֹתלָרְעָ רשַׂבְּ וֹלֹמּהִבְּ הָנשָׁ עשַׁתֵוָ
 
 

Then Abraham took his son Ishmael, and all his homeborn slaves and all 
those he had purchased, every male in Abraham’s household, and he 
circumcised the flesh of their foreskins on that very day, as God had spoken 
to him. Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he circumcised the flesh of 
his foreskin, and his son Ishmael was thirteen years old when he was 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin.67 
 
 
Genesis 18:1 

  ׃םוֹיּהַ םֹחכְּ להֶֹאהָ־חתַפֶּ בשֵֹׁי אוּהוְ ארֵמְמַ יֵנlאֵבְּ הוָהְי וילָאֵ ארֵָיּוַ
The LORD appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre; he was sitting at the 
entrance of the tent as the day grew hot. 
 
 

This section does not reference Genesis 17:16, in which Abraham is told that 

Sarah will have a child and that she is meant to be the mother of his future nation.   

 

66 In Jewish tradition, the third day is redemptive, a signal by the author that things will 
all work out fine in the end.  
67 ShY incorporates the tradition that Abraham is sitting the entrance of his tent healing 
from his circumcision. (Rashi on Genesis 18:1; Bava Metziah 86b)  
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PART III 
 
 

SEFER HA-YASHAR CHAPTER 9 
(GENESIS 22)
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 ,׳ה תא תעדל ׳ה ךרד תא ויבא םהרבא והדמליו ,םהה םימיב לדגו ךלוה םהרבא ןב קחצי
 ומע אבו ךלוה ויחא לאעמשיו ,2םינש עבשו הנש םישולש ןב קחצי תויהב יהיו 1.ומע ׳הו
  .להאב

 
Isaac, the son of Abraham was growing up in those days, and his father, 
Abraham taught him the way of God, to know God, and that God was with 
him. And when Isaac was thirty-seven years old, his brother Ishmael went 
and came into his tent.  
 
 

The previous chapter of ShY concludes with a family tree of Abraham’s relatives, 

leading us directly into a main theme of this chapter, the future of Abraham’s immediate 

family. All along, God has promised Abraham that his descendants will be numerous and 

his legacy great. But Abraham has two sons, Ishmael, his firstborn, borne of the Egyptian 

handmaiden, Hagar, and Sarah, his wife. In reading the Genesis narrative, there is little 

speculation about the rightful heir of the birthright, as Ishmael is out of the picture when 

he and Hagar are exiled. (Gen 21:10-21)  

The account in ShY, however, does not make it clear who will be the chosen 

transmitter of Abraham’s legacy. As in Genesis, in ShY, both Hagar and Sarah are 

promised by God that their progeny will be multiplied. 3 However, ShY omits details 

which identify Isaac as the inheritor of Abraham’s covenant, including God’s direct 

assertion. 4 In the Torah, when Hagar is promised a child, the angel of God tells her:  

  ׃ןֹכּשְִׁי ויחָאֶ־לכָ ינֵפְּ־לעַוְ וֹבּ לֹכּ דַיוְ לֹכּבַ וֹדָי םדָאָ ארֶפֶּ הֶיהְִי אוּהוְ
He shall be a wild ass of a man; His hand against everyone, And everyone’s hand 
against him; He shall dwell alongside of all his kinsmen.5 

 
Even before his birth, a reader of the biblical narrative expects Ishmael to be savage and 

sanguinary. He will not inherit his father’s land, rather he will dwell outside of it. 

Without these details present in ShY, Ishmael is painted as an innocent child with a 
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promising future, just like his brother.6 In fact, the language used for Isaac and Ishmael 

parallels:  

Ishmael Isaac 

 רשב ולומהב לאעמשי היה הנש הרשע שולש ןב
 .ותלרע

Ishmael was thirteen when he was 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 

  ...םימי תנומש וב ונב קחצי תא םהרבא למיו
And Abraham circumcised Isaac, his son 
when he was eight days old… 

 םיהלא יהיו...םהה םימיב לדג םהרבא ןב לאעמשיו
  ...לאעמשי תא

Ishmael, the son of Abraham was growing 
up in those days… and God was with 
Ishmael. 

 והדמליו ,םהה םימיב לדגו ךלוה םהרבא ןב קחציו
 .ומע ׳הו ,׳ה תא תעדל ׳ה ךרד תא ויבא םהרבא

Isaac, the son of Abraham was growing 
up in those days, and his father, Abraham 
taught him the way of God, to know God, 
and that God was with him. 

 
ShY causes the reader to wonder. If the news of both Isaac and Ishmael’s births 

are brought by divine messenger, God is with both, and both boys are covenanted, who is 

the more deserving?7 This ambiguity has a highly effective literary impact, heightening 

the sense of familial drama; the children of the two clashing matriarchs will inevitably 

feud.  

One important detail about Ishmael, however, is modified from the Genesis 

narrative,8 signaling that Ishmael is not exactly who he seems. In Genesis, it is not until 

after he and Hagar are exiled that we learn he will become an archer. In PRE, it is noted 

at the outset of Chapter 30, at the very beginning of Isaac’s birth and weaning, a hint 

about Ishmael’s true character. ShY, however, this skill is noted in the context of Isaac’s 

birth:  

 קחצי תא הרש תדלב היה הנש הרשע עברא ןב ,םהה םימיב לדג םהרבא ןב לאעמשיו
  .תשק הבור יהיו ,תשק דמליו לדגיו םהרבא ןב לאעמשי תא םיהלא יהיו .םהרבאל

 
Ishmael, the son of Abraham was growing up in those days; he was fourteen 
years old when Sarah bore Isaac to Abraham. And God was with Ishmael, 
son of Abraham, and he grew up and he studied archery and became an 
archer.9  



 59 

 
Like the dramatic principle of Chekov’s gun, Ishmael’s bow and arrow is introduced in 

order that the reader may anticipate its usage. Sure enough, it is with this weapon that 

Ishmael attempts to murder his brother.10 This event is drawn from a midrashic reading of 

Genesis 21:9:  

 
  ׃קחֵצַמְ םהָרָבְאַלְ הדָלְָי־רשֶׁאֲ תירִצְמִּהַ רָגהָ־ןבֶּ־תאֶ הרָשָׂ ארֶתֵּוַ

 
Sarah saw the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham playing. 
 

 
Although the word “ קחֵצַמְ -playing,” might suggest an innocent brotherly interaction, 

Sarah sees something that alarms her.11 Bereshit Rabbah offers three alternative meanings 

of “ קחֵצַמְ ”: sexual immorality, idolatry, or bloodshed.12 Rather than jealousy, as is 

suggested elsewhere13, Sarah fears for her son’s life.14  

ShY removes any ambiguity, and rather than the two boys playing together, 

Ishmael sits across from his younger brother, prepared to kill him.15 This is slightly 

different from the narrative as told in Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer:16  

 
He took bow and arrows and began to shoot at the birds. He saw Isaac 
sitting by himself, and he shot an arrow at him to slay him.17  

 
Ishmael’s motives are a little more suspect in Ginzberg:  
 

When Isaac grew up, quarrels broke out between him and Ishmael, on 
account of the rights of the first-born. Ishmael insisted he should receive a 
double portion of the inheritance after the death of Abraham, and Isaac 
should receive only one portion. Ishmael, who had been accustomed from 
his youth to use the bow and arrow, was in the habit of aiming his missiles 
in the direction of Isaac, saying at the same time that he was but jesting.18 

 
Ishmael’s murderous behaviors instigate Sarah to call for him and his mother to be 

expelled. The matter of inheritance seems to be settled at this point. Still, Abraham cares 
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for both of his children. Before sending Ishmael and Hagar into the wilderness, ShY 

specifies that Abraham gave them twelve loaves of bread, suggesting that he wanted to 

provide for them. This addition seems to be singular occurrence in midrashic tradition. 

Furthermore, ShY does not include any of Genesis 21:15-19, where Hagar and Ishmael 

run out of water and are rescued from certain death by an angel.19 20 

Years later, Abraham tells Sarah that he yearns to see Ishmael, and travels by 

camel to visit him. This legend is found in Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer and various Islamic 

sources.21 A comparison of these two stories highlights the emotional and literary 

dimensions present in ShY. While PRE simply states the time that has passed since 

Abraham and Ishmael have seen each other, ShY adds the word “ יתיואתה ,” which 

indicates a strong desire or yearning; this father misses his son. He shares this within the 

context of a conversation with Sarah, creating an intimate, human portrait of these 

characters, speaking openly as husband and wife. Abraham’s longing is matched by 

Sarah’s worry, and she makes Abraham swear that he will not dismount his camel when 

he reaches Ishmael’s home. When Abraham reaches the house, Ishmael is absent. In 

PRE, he is told that Ishmael is out collecting fruit and dates with his mother. In ShY, 

Ishmael is said to be hunting, a tradition found in Islamic literature.22 Perhaps ShY 

includes this Islamic idea to hint that although Ishmael has grown, he has not changed his 

bloodthirsty ways. Still, this humanized Abraham cares for his son, and when Ishmael’s 

wife23 refuses him bread and water,24 and he hears her cursing and beating her children, 

he becomes concerned. He leaves a message for Ishmael, and returns three years later to 

check on his son. This second visit parallels the first, but this time, Ishmael’s new wife 

(having cast out the previous one for her behavior) treats Abraham well. He leaves a 
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second message, and Ishmael, seemingly sensing his father’s affection and concern, 

decides to move his family back to his father’s home.25   

The inclusion of this tradition in ShY serves three purposes: 1) It creates a context 

for the subsequent midrashic tradition (discussed in the following section); 2) The 

underlying emotions of the original story are made explicit, further humanizing our 

characters; and 3) raises the suspense, extending the familial drama into the next parts of 

the story. With Ishmael back in the picture, Isaac’s inheritance is no longer guaranteed.  

The next chapter for Isaac and Ishmael occurs back where their story began, in 

Isaac’s tent, the site of Ishmael’s attempted murder. This added detail intimates that a 

dramatic event is imminent, and that our two brothers will clash once more, and 

anticipates the forthcoming argument where the two brothers will debate which of them 

is more loved. 

1 Abraham teaching Isaac is a late theme in rabbinic literature.  
2 This is a reflection of the textual tradition found in Seder Olam Rabbah 1.5; PRE 31:5; 
Bereshit Rabbah 55:4; Tanhuma Buber Vayeira 42 
3 ShY Ch. 6;8  
4 See Genesis 17:18-21 
5 Genesis 16:12 
6 See ShY Ch. 6 above  
7 In the Qur’an, God is referenced as “God of your fathers, of Abraham, and Ishmael, and 
Isaac,” (Qur’an 2:133) and the chain of tradition includes both sons as well, “what has 
been sent down to Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob…” (Qur’an 2:136; 3:84; 
4:163; etc.)  
8 See Genesis 21:20 
9 ShY Ch. 8, which is reflective of the language in Genesis 21:20.  

  ׃תשָּׁקַ הבֶֹר יהְִיוַ רבָּדְמִּבַּ בשֵֶׁיּוַ לדְָּגִיּוַ רעַנַּהַ־תאֶ םיהMִאֱ יהְִיוַ
God was with the boy and he grew up; he dwelt in the wilderness and became a bowman. 
10 In ShY, Cain also uses the tools of his profession to murder his brother. For Cain, a 
farmer, it is a part of his plow. Ishmael, an archer, his bow and arrow. (ShY Ch. 1) The 
Cain/Abel typology clearly is clearly an antecedent. 
11 Genesis 21:10  
12 Genesis Rabbah 53:11  
13 See Jubilees 17:2 
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14 The language adapted for Abram’s worry about Isaac from Genesis 21:11 is now 
applied to Sarah: “ .הנב לע דאמ היניעב עריו ” (ShY Ch. 8)  
15 ShY Ch. 8 indicates that Isaac is five years-old and Ishmael is nineteen at the time of 
this event.   
16 For texts such as PRE, written after the emergence of Islam, casting the ancestor of 
Muhammad, Ishmael, as a murderer rather than an idolater was preferable.  
17 PRE 30 
18 Ginzburg Legends of the Jews 1:5 196  
19 ShY Ch. 8  
20 Hagar and Ishmael’s first destination is Egypt, her birthplace according to ShY. (ShY 
8)  
21 See Firestone.  
22 A History of Prophets and Kings by Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari   
23 ShY names Ishmael’s first wife as Meriveh, meaning strife or contention. Her name 
carries several resonances. Literarily, her name is symbolic of her contentious behavior. 
Contextually, her name might connect with her nationality, yet another subtle hint about 
the future struggles with Egypt. Third, as Merivah is noted as a struggle with God in 
Torah, one could interpret her behavior and attitudes towards Ishmael and Abraham as an 
affront to God. (See Firestone, Journeys 221)  
24 A nice reference back to Abraham’s expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael 
25 PRE states that after his father’s visits, Ishmael travels to see his father. ShY takes this 
one step further, having Ishmael actually move back home. (PRE 30, ShY 8)   
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 יבא לא ׳ה רביד רשאכ יתייה הנש הרשע שולש ןב ,רומאל קחצי לע לאעמשי ראפתיו
 תא יתרבע אלו ,׳ה לא ישפנ תא ןתא ,יבא לא רביד רשא ׳ה רבד תא שעאו .ונתוא לומל
 .יבא תא הוצ רשא ורבד
 
 רשא ךרשבמ רשב טעמ לע הזה רבדב ילע ראפתת המל :רומאל לאעמשי תא קחצי ןעיו
 קחצי תא אנ חק יבאל ׳ה רמאי םא יכ םהרבא יהולא ׳ה יח .ךילעמ ותוא ריסהל ׳ה ךוצ
  .החמשב רבדה תא השעא יכ ישפנ תא יתענמ אל ,הלוע יינפל והלעהו
 
 

And Ishmael boasted to Isaac, saying: “I was thirteen years old when The 
Eternal spoke to my father to circumcise us. And I fulfilled the thing that 
The Eternal spoke to my father, I gave my soul to The Eternal, and I did not 
transgress the word that God commanded my father.”  
 
And Isaac answered Ishmael, saying: “Why do you boast to me about this 
thing, about a little bit taken from your flesh that The Eternal commanded to 
be removed from you? As The Eternal lives, God of Abraham, for if The 
Eternal would say to my father, ‘take, please, Isaac and bring him up before 
me as a sacrifice,’ I would not withhold myself from it, for I would do it this 
thing, and I would do this joyfully.  
 
 

By beginning this chapter with Isaac and Ishmael, diverting from the biblical 

narrative of the Akedah which starts with Abraham, the author indicates that the 

forthcoming story will feature an ensemble cast, rather than Abraham in the principal role 

with his family playing a supporting role. The method of storytelling here adds depth and 

nuance to the Akedah, allowing the reader to see the event from several perspectives.  

This debate between Isaac and Ishmael is present throughout Aggadah,1 generally 

as a explanation of the ambiguous wording of Genesis 22:1, “ הלֶּאֵהָ םירִבָדְּהַ רחַאַ יהְִיוַ -it was 

after these words.” The “words” the text refer to are the words spoken in this brotherly 

argument. Read with the second half of the verse in mind, “and God tested Abraham…” 

one sees their worthiness contest as part of the larger test of Abraham. However, in the 
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larger context of ShY, this scene is the continuation of the brotherly dispute, wherein two 

brothers, pit against each other since youth, compete to be viewed as most meritorious in 

the eyes of the other.  

Genesis Rabbah offers different renderings of this debate. In one, it is God who 

originates the idea that Isaac would sacrifice himself if asked; Isaac only declares that he 

would cut off a limb. In the second, however, it is Isaac who asserts his willingness to be 

sacrificed to God. This second interpretation seems to be the more enduring of the two, as 

it appears in different forms in the later midrashim Tanhuma ha-Nidpas, Tanhuma Buber, 

and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan. 

Interestingly, these other midrashim are more explicit about what Isaac and 

Ishmael are trying to prove: who is more beloved;2 who is superior;3 or who is most 

deserving of inheritance.4 Given this textual tradition, it is interesting that ShY does not 

state the initial question up for debate overtly. Perhaps, however, as the preceding events 

have already established their rivalry, such a statement would be redundant.  

Both Tanhuma Buber and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan begin with questions of 

inheritance:  

Tanhuma Buber  
Isaac was reflecting on when he had contended with Ishmael. [Now Ishmael 
had complained] and said: I am older than you. I shall inherit the world 
because I am my father's first-born, and the first-born always inherits 
twofold.5  

 
 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 

Ishmael said, “It is right that I should be my father’s heir, since I am his 
first-born son. But Isaac said, “It is right that I should be my father’s heir, 
because I am the son of Sarah his wife, while you are the son of Hagar, my 
mother’s maidservant.”6 
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For these interpretations, seemingly neither birth order or mother is substantial to win the 

debate. It is their deeds which will determine their worthiness. This idea reflects an 

Islamic idea: [Abraham] said, ‘And of my descendants?’ He said, ‘My covenant does not 

extend to the evil doers.”7 The covenant, therefore, is not determined solely by lineage, 

but by faith and deeds.8 

This is the foundation of ShY as well, although less overtly. Ishmael sees himself 

as part of his father’s covenant, apparent by his usage of the common plural, “circumcise 

us.” Although in Genesis 17, Ishmael is circumcised as part of God’s instructions to 

Abraham, God does not differentiate between Ishmael and all other current and future 

males related to or associated with Abraham. Here, God proclaims Isaac as the rightful 

covenantal heir. It is in Abraham’s actions, which occur only once God leaves Abraham’s 

presence, that Ishmael is set apart from the rest of the men.9 

Still, Ishmael is suggested to have a strong relationship with God, as discussed 

above. Here, he is depicted as the prototype for a “muslim,” one of the “true 

believers…who submit [entirely] to the divine will.”10 The Quran portrays Ishmael as 

righteous, patient, and truth:  

And remember in the Book Ishmael: Surely he was true to the promise, and 
he was a messenger, a prophet. And he commanded his people with the 
prayer and the alms, and he was pleasing before his Lord. 11 
 
And Ishmael…was among the patient. We caused them to enter Our mercy. 
Surely they were among the righteous. 12 

 
Yet even in the Qur’an, Ishmael is mentioned in connection with his father 

as many times as he isn’t, while Isaac almost always appears alongside with 

Abraham. Isaac proves to be a more willing and joyous sacrifice. One Islamic 

interpretive tradition suggests that both Isaac and Ishmael were meant to be 
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sacrificed, but one was redeemed at random, suggesting that both were worthy. 

Ultimately, the matter is resolved not by the brothers or their parents, but by God, 

who hears Isaac’s words and decides to test their verity.     

1 See Genesis Rabbah 55:4; BT Sanhedrin 89b; Tanhuma ha-Nidpas Vayera 18:1; 
Tanhuma Buber Vayera 42:1; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 22:1 
2 Genesis Rabbah 55:4 
3 Tanhuma ha-Nidpas Vayera 18:1 
4 Tanhuma Buber Vayera 42:1; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 22:1 
5 Tanhuma Buber Vayera 42:1 
6 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 22:1 
7 Qur’an 2:124  
8 Comment on Qur’an 2:124, A.J. Droge, The Qur’an: A New Annotated Translation, 
(Equinox: Bristol, CT 2013), 13.  
9 Genesis 17:9-14; 18-21; 23-26  
10 Rueben Firestone, “Isaac,” The Encyclopedia of the Qur'an, Leiden: E. J. Brill, Vol. 2 
(2002), 561-562. 
11 Qur’an 19:54-55  
12 Qur’an 21:85-86 
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 תא תוסנל רמאיו ,׳ה יניעב בטייו לאעמשי לא קחצי רביד רשא רבדה תא ׳ה עמשיו
  .הזה רבדב םהרבא
 
 ׳ה לע בצייתהל ,םכותב ןטשה םג אוביו ׳ה לע בצייתהל םיהולאה ינב ואוביו םויה יהיו
 רמאיו ׳ה תא ןטשה ןעיו ,אובת ןיאמ ןטשה לא ׳ה רמאיו .׳ה ינפל םדאה ינב תא ןיטשהל
 ןעיו ,ץראה ינב לכ לע יילא ךרבד המ ןטשה לא ׳ה רמאיו .הב ךלהתהמו ץראב טושמ
 םשקב תעב ךורכזיו ךודבעי רשא ץראה ינב לכ תא יתיאר יכ רמאיו ׳ה תא ןטשה
 םהל ובשו ,ךינפלמ ושקבי רשא אוהה רבדה תא םהל ןתית רשאכ היהו .רבד ךינפלמ
  .דוע ךתוא רוכזל ופיסוי אלו ךובזעו

 
And God heard the words that Isaac spoke to Ishmael, and it was pleasing in 
the eyes of God, and God decided to test Abraham in this thing.   
 
And that day, the divine beings came to station The Eternal, and Satan1 was 
also among them, to station themselves before The Eternal to accuse 
humanity. And The Eternal said to Satan, “Where did you come from?” And 
Satan answered The Eternal, saying: “I have been roaming over all the 
earth.” And The Eternal said to Satan: “What do you have to say to me about 
humanity? And Satan answered The Eternal, saying: I have seen every 
human who serves You and only remembers You at the time that they 
request something from You. And when You give them what they asked 
from You, they turn away; they abandon You and they don’t remember You 
anymore.   
 
Genesis 22:1 

  ׃ינִנֵּהִ רמֶאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ וילָאֵ רמֶאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ־תאֶ הסָּנִ םיהMִאֱהָוְ הלֶּאֵהָ םירִבָדְּהַ רחַאַ יהְִיוַ
 
Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he 
answered, “Here I am.” 
 
 

As mentioned previously, this chapter in ShY shows the Akedah from several 

perspectives. The argument between Isaac and Ishmael introduces the perspective of 

Abraham’s sons, who will later be shown experiencing the event separately. (See below) 

Now, the narrative turns from an earthy to a heavenly lens, telling the story from the 

perspective of God, and the divine beings, namely Satan. Although this adversarial figure 

is absent from Genesis, both Jewish and Islamic sources read him into the story.2 
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This section of ShY demonstrates the power of this style of narrative midrash. 

Often quoting the Torah’s language to retell the biblical stories, here, ShY expands its 

intertextuality outside of clearly related biblical verses. Here, language and themes from 

The Book of Job are appropriated into this narrative. This typifies Narrative Midrash, 

reproducing extraneous biblical sources, interweaving weaving them without citing 

sources. Four verses from Job are quoted almost verbatim: 

ShY Job Job 1.6 
 

 אוביו ׳ה לע בצייתהל םיהולאה ינב ואוביו םויה יהיו
 ינב תא ןיטשהל ׳ה לע בצייתהל ,םכותב ןטשה םג
 .׳ה ינפל םדאה

And that day, the divine beings came to 
before The Eternal, and Satan was also 
among them, to station themselves before 
God to accuse humanity before God. 

 

 אוֹבָיּוַ הוָהְי־לעַ בצֵַּיתְהִלְ םיהMִאֱהָ ינֵבְּ וּאֹבָיּוַ םוֹיּהַ יהְִיוַ
  ׃םכָוֹתבְּ ןטָשָּׂהַ־םַג

One day the divine beings presented 
themselves before the Eternal, and the 
Adversary came along with them. 

 ׳ה תא ןטשה ןעיו ,אובת ןיאמ ןטשה לא ׳ה רמאיו
  .הב ךלהתהמו ץראב טושמ רמאיו

And The Eternal said to Satan, “Where 
did you come from?” And Satan answered 
The Eternal, saying: “I have been roaming 
over all the earth.” 

Job 2.1 
 אוֹבָיּוַ הוָהְי־לעַ בצֵַּיתְהִלְ םיהMִאֱהָ ינֵבְּ וּאֹבָיּוַ םוֹיּהַ יהְִיוַ
 ׃הוָהְי־לעַ בצֵַּיתְהִלְ םכָֹתבְּ ןטָשָּׂהַ־םַג

One day the divine beings presented 
themselves before the Eternal, and the 
Adversary came along with them to 
present himself before the Eternal. 

 Job 1.7; 2:1 
 ןעַַיּוַ אֹבתָּ ןִיאַמֵ ןטָשָּׂהַ־לאֶ הוָהְי רמֶאֹיּוַ
 ץרֶאָבָּ טוּשּׁמִ רמַאֹיּוַ הוָהְי־תאֶ ןטָשָּׂהַ
  ׃הּבָּ ]לֵּהַתְהִמֵוּ

The Eternal said to the Adversary, “Where 
have you been?” The Adversary answered 
the LORD, “I have been roaming all over 
the earth.” 

 
Satan’s main concern is with the fickle behavior of humanity. Satan’s concerns 

join the rich aggadic tradition of angelic beings questioning the value of humanity. 

Angels debate about whether humans should be created at all, argue that they are more 

worthy of receiving Torah; and often try to influence God to act unfavorably towards 
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humanity.3 ShY creates a literary parallel between the upper and lower world: Just as the 

two sons compete for worthiness, so too, do the divine beings engage in a sibling rivalry 

with their human counterparts. 

Like Job, Abraham and his family become caught up in this cosmic conflict, and 

Satan antagonizes each of the main characters-Abraham, Isaac, Sarah, and God 

separately, combining several interpretive traditions. These interactions will be addressed 

in subsequent sections.

1 Although the concept of Satan is somewhat problematic to a contemporary Jewish 
audience, I have chosen to render “ ןטשה ” as “Satan,” rather than the more ambiguous “the 
Adversary” in order to preserve the literary character of ShY.  
2 The theme of angels arguing is an enduring theme of rabbinic tradition.   
3 Genesis Rabbah 53:14; Leviticus Rabbah 23:2; among others.  
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 תוחבזמ ךילא הנביו ךדבעיו םינב ול ויה אל הליחתב רשא חרת ןב םהרבא תא תיארה
 התעו .דימת ץראה ינב לכל ךמשב ארקיו ,תונברוק ןהילע בירקהו םש ךלי רשא לכב
 .חכש ׳ה תאו ,ץראה יבשוי לכל לודג התשמ שעיו ךתוא בוזעיו ונב קחצי ול דלונ רשאכ
 זע וא בשכ וא דחא רוש וא םימלש וא הלוע ןברוק ךינפל בירקה אל השע רשא לכמ יכ
 עבשו םישולש םויה ונב דלונ רשא םוימ םג .ונב תא למגה םויב טחש רשא לכמ ,דחא
 שקיב רשא ול תתנ יכ האר יכ ,ןברק וילע ךילא בירקה אלו חבזמ ךינפל הנב אל הנש
 .ךבזעיו ךינפלמ

  
Have you not seen Abraham, son of Terach, who in the beginning had no 
sons, and he served you and built You altars in every place that he went, and 
offered sacrifices on them, and he perpetually proclaimed Your Name to 
every person on the earth? And now, when his son Isaac was born, he has 
abandoned You and made a great feast for all the inhabitants of the land, and 
he has forgotten The Eternal. For in all that he did, he did not bring a burnt 
offering, or a peace offering, or one ox, or a lamb, or one goat, from 
everything that he slaughtered on the day of his son’s weaning. Furthermore, 
from the day that his son was born to today, he is now thirty-seven years old, 
and he has not built You an altar and not brought forth any sacrifices to You, 
for he saw that You gave to him what he asked of for You, and so he 
abandoned You.” 
 
 
Abraham and Isaac become stand-ins for all of humanity. When Abraham needed 

something from God, he was steadfast. However, when Isaac is born, Abraham forgets to 

thank God for this miracle. Instead, he holds a big feast in celebration of Isaac’s weaning:  

 
 Genesis 21:8  

  ׃קחָצְִי־תאֶ למֵָגּהִ םוֹיבְּ לוֹדָג התֶּשְׁמִ םהָרָבְאַ שׂעַַיּוַ למַָגִּיּוַ דלֶֶיּהַ לדְַּגִיּוַ
 
The child grew up and was weaned, and Abraham held a great feast on the 
day that Isaac was weaned. 
  
ShY details the lavish affair. Abraham’s father and brother, extended family, 

political allies; and “all the great people of the land” along with their servants came. At 

the feast, there was much eating, drinking, and rejoicing, which ShY emphasizes through 

repetition.  
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The rabbis are seemingly disturbed that the covenanted Abraham would behave in 

such a manner, forget his end of the deal, as no sacrifice mentioned in the Torah. As they 

consider  Abraham to be a rabbinic Jew who observes mitzvot, it is important that he 

maintains his commitment to covenantal responsibilities.  They place their displeasure in 

the mouths of the ministering angels:  

 
Genesis Rabbah  
[In] God and God’s court, it was the ministering angels who spoke thus: 
“Thus Abraham rejoiced and made all others rejoice, yet did not set aside 
for God a single bullock or ram.”1 

 
A parallel Talmudic aggadah identifies one divine being in particular:  
 

Rabbi Yochanan said in the name of Rabbi Yossi ben Zimra: “After the words of 
Satan.” For it says (Gen 21:8), “And the child grew up and was weaned.” Satan 
said to the Almighty: “Sovereign of the universe! To this old man You graciously 
granted the fruit of the womb at the age of a hundred, yet of all that banquet which 
he prepared, he did not have one turtle-dove or pigeon to sacrifice before you!”2   

 
ShY incorporates both midrashim, where Satan, alongside the other divine beings 

point out both the tremendous miracle God performed for Abraham, as well as his lack of 

a sacrificial acknowledgement. Thus, the logical next action is for God to come up with a 

substitute sacrifice, for which Isaac has already planted the seed. 

1 Genesis Rabbah 55:4  
2 BT Sanhedrin 89b 

                                                



 72 

 רשיו םת שיא ץראב והומכ ןיא יכ םהרבא ידבע לא ךבל תמשה ,ןטשה לא ׳ה רמאיו
 ינפל ךנב קחצי תא אנ ברקה ול יתרמא םא יכ ינא יח .ערמ רסו םיהולא אריו ינפל
 ןעיו .רקבה ןמ וא ןאצה ןמ הלוע יינפל ברקה וילא רמוא יכ ףאו ,ינממ והענמי אל הלועל
 רובעי אל םא תרביד רשא הזה רבדכ םהרבא לא אנ רבד ינודא יב ,רמאיו ׳ה תא ןטשה
 .םויה ךירבד תא רימיו

 
The Eternal said to Satan, “Have you noticed My servant Abraham? For 
there is no one like him on the earth; he is a blameless and upright man 
before Me, he fears God and turns away from evil! As I live, if I were to say 
to him, ‘Please bring Isaac, your son, before Me as a sacrifice,’1 he would 
not withhold him from Me, just as if I were to say to him to bring before Me 
a sacrifice from sheep or from cattle.” And Satan answered the Eternal, 
saying: “Please, My Lord, speak to Abraham about what you said, to see 
whether he won’t transgress and diverge from your words today.  
 
 
Here, ShY returns to the Job language:  
 
ShY 

 יכ םהרבא ידבע לא ךבל תמשה ,ןטשה לא ׳ה רמאיו
 םיהולא אריו ינפל רשיו םת שיא ץראב והומכ ןיא
  .ערמ רסו

The Eternal said to Satan, “Have you 
noticed My servant Abraham? For there is 
no one like him on the earth; he is a 
blameless and upright man before Me, he 
fears God and turns away from evil! 

Job 1.8; 2:3a 
 יכִּ בוֹיּאִ ידִּבְעַ־לעַ _בְּלִ תָּמְשַׂהֲ ןטָשָּׂהַ־לאֶ הוָהְי רמֶאֹיּוַ
 רסָוְ םיהMִאֱ ארְֵי רשָָׁיוְ םתָּ שׁיאִ ץרֶאָבָּ וּהֹמכָּ ןיאֵ
  ׃ערָמֵ

The Eternal said to the Adversary, “Have 
you noticed My servant Job? There is no 
one like him on earth, a blameless and 
upright man who fears God and shuns 
evil!” 

 
In Tanach, Job is the paradigmatic innocent sufferer, and ShY assimilates his 

story into Abraham’s. This is not a big leap, as the two men have several shared 

attributes. Both are generous and hospitable.2 They are God-fearers,3 yet both question 

God’s Divine justice.4  both are wealthy and have amassed a large household.5 Job, like 

Abraham, hosts a large feast prior to his tests.  

However, Job does not become one of the patriarchs of the Jewish people. 

Desiring to elevate Abraham above Job, some sages suggest that he acted righteously out 

of fear of punishment and that he was not nearly as generous as Abraham.6 Yet another 
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tradition suggests that Job’s questioning of God was harsh, unlike Abraham’s.7 ShY, too, 

diminishes the character of Job. He is cast as a counselor to Pharaoh, and advises him to 

decree that any male baby born to an Israelite woman be put to death. Read in this light, 

Job’s is punished, not tested. It is Abraham who must suffer God’s tests.   

The tradition that Abraham faced ten tests is prevalent in the Aggadah. 8 Despite 

Satan’s accurate report of the ungrateful Abraham, God stands up for him. Abraham has 

already proved himself in nine tests, but one final test is required to cement his legacy. 

Interestingly, while Isaac, Ishmael, and Satan are concerned with proving their 

worthiness to God, here it is God that needs validation of his servant’s loyalty.

1 God and Isaac use nearly identical language, creating a literary resonance between the 
heavenly and earthly realms. 
2 Genesis Rabbah 30:8; 48:9; ShY 7; BT Megilah 28a   
3 Job 1:1; Genesis 22:12; Tosefta Sota 6:1 
4 Job 9:22; Genesis 18:25  
5 Job 1:3; Genesis  
6 BT Sota 27a; Baba Batra 16a 
7 Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vayeira 7:4; Genesis Rabbah 49:9  
8 See Pirkei Avot 5:3; Avot D’Rebbe Natan 33:2; PRE 26-31  
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 תא אנ חק רמאיו .יננה רמאיו ,םהרבא וילא רמאיו םהרבא לא ׳ה רבד היה איהה תעב
 לע הלועל םש והלעהו ,הירומה ץרא לא 1ךל ךלו קחצי תא תבהא רשא ךדיחי תא ךנב
 .דובכו ןנע םש וב ךל הארי רשא םירהה דחא

 
At that time, The Eternal spoke to Abraham, saying to him: 
“Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.”2 And [God] said, Take, please, 
your son, your favorite son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land 
of Moriah, and bring him up there for a sacrifice3 on one of the 
mountains which will be shown to you, for there will be a heavy cloud.4 
 
Genesis 22:1-2 

 _נְבִּ־תאֶ אנָ־חקַ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃ינִנֵּהִ רמֶאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ וילָאֵ רמֶאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ־תאֶ הסָּנִ םיהMִאֱהָוְ הלֶּאֵהָ םירִבָדְּהַ רחַאַ יהְִיוַ
  ׃_ילֶאֵ רמַֹא רשֶׁאֲ םירִהָהֶ דחַאַ לעַ הלָֹעלְ םשָׁ וּהלֵעֲהַוְ הָיּרִֹמּהַ ץרֶאֶ־לאֶ _לְ־]לֶוְ קחָצְִי־תאֶ תָּבְהַאָ־רשֶׁאֲ _דְיחְִי־תאֶ
 

Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he 
answered, “Here I am.” And God said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom 
you love, and go forth to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on 
one of the heights that I will point out to you.” 
 
 

Again, we see an excellent demonstration of narrative midrash. The language in 

these lines in ShY closely resemble the Genesis verses while seamlessly incorporating 

earlier textual traditions. In the biblical material, Abraham is traveling to a still 

unspecified mountain. While Abraham knows to look for God’s signal, the reader is 

given no clues. ShY takes midrashic comments on Genesis 22:4 (when Abraham sees the 

sacrificial spot from afar) and incorporates them here. This small detail creates a sense of 

excitement and engagement on the part of the reader, who can now watch for the dense 

cloud with increasing dread as Abraham and Isaac approach the sacrificial spot.  

1 The first test, of Lech L’cha, is mirrored with this final test, indicated by this textual 
allusion. Abraham knows something is coming. In essence, the tradition sees his life as a 
journey from lech l’cha to lech l’cha.  
2 Abraham has heard these words before. By responding “Hineini,” he indicates that he 
recognizes that he will be asked to make another sacrifice. For discussion on the 
meanings of “Hineini” in the Abraham story, see Rabbi Norman J Cohen, Hineini in Our 
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Lives: Learning How to Respond to Others Through 14 Biblical Texts and Personal 
Stories. (Jewish Lights: Woodstock, VT), 2005.   
3 I have chosen to translate “ הלוע ” more simply as “sacrifice” rather than “burnt offering,” 
for a more visceral, dramatic effect.  
4 This signifies the presence of the Eternal is dwelling in that place. Source? 
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 ינפל ותולעהל ,ומא הרשמ ינב קחצי תא דירפא רשא דע השעא ךיא ובלב םהרבא רמאיו
 .הלאה םירבדכ הילא רבדיו ,ותשיא הרש ינפל בשיו הלהאה םהרבא אוביו .הלועל ׳ה
 לאו םש לא ונאיבאו רחמל יל ךלא התע ,םימי הז ויהולא תדובע דמל אלו לדג קחצי וננב
 ׳ה ינפל ללפתי רשאכ תעדלו ׳ה תא תעדל  והודמלי יכ .׳ה יכרד תא דמלי םשו ונב רבע
 ךל ,תרביד בוט הרש רמאתו .ויהולא ׳ה תדובע ךרד תא םש תעדלו ,והנעיו תע לכב
 ,םיבר םימי םש בשי אלו ילעמ ינב תא קיחרת לא םלואו .תרביד רשאכ ול השעו ינודא
 וניהולא ׳ה ינפ תא אנ הלח יתב ,הרש לא םהרבא רמאיו .דואמ ושפנב הרושק ישפנ יכ
 .הבוט ונמע השעי רשא

 
And Abraham said to himself, “How can I do that which will separate Isaac, 
my son, from Sarah, his mother in order to sacrifice him before God as an 
offering?” And Abraham came to Sarah’s tent, and sat before Sarah, his 
wife, and spoke to her these words. “Our son, Isaac is grown, and has not 
learned the service of God during this time.1 Now, tomorrow I will go, and 
bring my son with me to Shem and to Ever, to teach him the ways of God.2 
For they will teach him to know God and to know that when he prays to 
God, God will answer him in every moment, and to know there the way of 
serving the Eternal, his God.”3 And Sarah said: “What you have said is 
good. My lord, go, and do what you have spoken. But do not distance my 
son from me, and do not dwell there many days, for my soul is very tied to 
his soul.”4 And Abraham said to Sarah, “My daughter, please implore the 
Eternal our God, to do good with us.5  
 
 

This is a stunning addition to the biblical narrative. Abraham, perhaps having 

already reconciled himself to sacrificing his son, or perhaps comforted, knowing that he 

has another son does not express any self-doubt. Instead, he feels deep concern for Sarah, 

who is about to lose her only son without her consent. 

His concern is warranted, Sarah’s love for her son his intense. ShY brings 

language from two other places in the Tanach to illustrate how deeply she is connected to 

her son. The transplantation of the phrase “ ושפנב הרושק ושפנ ” into this narrative adds great 

emotional depth. The first source is in Genesis, when Joseph’s brothers have come to 

Egypt to escape famine. Although he recognizes them, he hides his identity. As a test, 
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Joseph frames Benjamin and has him taken away.  Judah begs Joseph not to take 

Benjamin away from Jacob, as Jacob and Rachel have already mourned one child. 

Emphasizing the close connection between Benjamin and his father, Judah cries:  

 
 ןיאֵ־יכִּ וֹתוֹארְכִּ הָיהָוְ ׃וֹשׁפְנַבְ הרָוּשׁקְ וֹשׁפְנַוְ וּנתָּאִ וּנּנֶיאֵ רעַנַּהַוְ יבִאָ _דְּבְעַ־לאֶ יאִֹבכְּ התָּעַוְ
 ...תמֵוָ רעַנַּהַ

 
“Now, if I come to your servant my father and the boy is not with us—since 
his own soul is so bound up with his—when he sees that the boy is not with 
us, he will die.6  

 
The intertextual conversation between these textual applications is poignant. Jacob and 

Sarah’s trauma is woven into Sarah, offering a window into Sarah’s pain. She has lost 

family as well, having left her home, and was twice kidnapped, barren until old age. Her 

life was extended by the birth of Isaac, and her legacy ensured. Without him, she has 

neither.   

 
The same phrase is applied to a second pair, David and Jonathan.  
 

 ׃וֹשׁפְנַכְּ ןתָנָוֹהְי וּהבֵהָאֱֶיּוַ ובהאיו דוִדָּ שׁפֶנֶבְּ הרָשְׁקְנִ ןתָנָוֹהְי שׁפֶנֶוְ לוּאשָׁ־לאֶ רבֵּדַלְ וֹת`כַכְּ יהְִיוַ
 
When [David] finished speaking with Saul, Jonathan’s soul became bound 
up with the soul of David; Jonathan loved David as himself.7 

 
A different kind of love is represented here. From this we can understand the 

intimate relationship between Sarah and her son, and how deeply she loves him. Sarah’s 

love, however, extends beyond either relationship in the biblical text. Our author is 

careful to add “ דאמ ” into this account, indicating that Sarah’s love is stronger than either 

Jacob’s love for Benjamin or Jonathan’s love for David.  

Lastly, the inclusion of the word “ הרושק ” offers an alternative to the kind of love 

present between Isaac and Abraham. Sarah’s love, a mother’s love, is represented by this 
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intimate “ רשק -connection.” Abraham’s love, on other hand, is symbolized by the coercive 

act of “ הדיקע -binding.” Sadly, however, Abraham’s binding will keep him safe, while 

Sarah’s ties will ultimately result in her death.  

1 This tradition is also found in Tanhuma ha-Nidpas , Vayera 22:6. There, However, 
Abraham’s concern with telling Sarah because of her close relationship with her son, but 
on the perceived female fragility.  
2 Genesis Rabbah 56:11 states that Isaac went to study at the Yeshiva of Shem and Ever 
AFTER the Akedah. ShY adapts this tradition for this moment, in order to give Sarah an 
excuse to take Isaac away from home. 
3 This alludes back to Satan’s statement above that Isaac has never served God. 
4 This is a spiritual connection, but also knowing that she will die when she learns of the 
sacrificial event, the reading of soul as “life” suggests that Sarah’s life is also tied to her 
son’s. 
5 Abraham tells Sarah to pray to God to keep them safe. Perhaps he now understands the 
power of her prayer to bring about divine intervention.  
6 Genesis 44:30-31a  
7 I Samuel 18:1  
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 .רקובה דע והוצתו והקבחתו והקשתו ,אוה הלילב התיא ןליו הנב קחצי תא הרש חקתו
 הוצתו .ומע ךבתו דוע והקבחתו והקשתו ,ךממ דרפיהל ישפנ לכות ךיא ינב ול רמאתו
 ךיניע תא םישו ךנבב אנ רמשה ינודא יב םהרבאל הרש רמאתו ,וילע ויבא םהרבא תא
 םאו םחל והליכאה ביערי םא ונבזעת אנ לא .אוה םא יכ תב אלו רחא ןב יל ןיא יכ וילע
 תכלל והבזעת לא םגו .שמשב בשיל אלו וילגרב תכלל והחינת לאו ,םימ והקשה אמצי
 הרש ךבתו .ךילא רמאי רשא לככ ול תישעו ,רבדי רשא לכמ והסנאת אלו ודבל ךרדב
 .רקובה דע והוצתו ,אוהה הלילב קחצי לא לודג יכב דוע

 
And Sarah took Isaac, her son, and he slept with her that night, and she 
kissed him and embraced him,1 and instructed him until the morning.2 And 
she said to him, “My son, how can my soul depart from you?”3 and she 
kissed him and embraced him more, and cried with him. And she instructed 
Abraham, his father, concerning him, And Sarah said to Abraham, “Please, 
for my sake, my lord, keep your son safe, and set your eyes on him, For I 
have no other son, no daughter, just him. Please do not abandon him, if he is 
hungry, feed him bread, and if he is thirsty, give him water, and do not let 
him walk by foot, or sit in the sun. Also, don’t allow him to walk on the way 
alone, and do not force him to do what he does not want, and do for him all 
that he tells you.” And Sarah cried more, wailing greatly to Isaac that night, 
and instructed him until the morning.  
 
 

Isaac seems to be more Sarah’s son than Abraham’s. In the Torah, Abraham 

doesn’t himself refer to Isaac as “my son” until he is about to sacrifice him in Genesis 

22:7. Furthermore, when Sarah uses the label, Abraham has concern for “his son,” 

referring to Ishmael.4 5 In ShY, Abraham only calls Isaac his son when thinking about, or 

speaking to Sarah until they are up on the mountain together. In a midrash that is highly 

concerned with relationships between people, perhaps the most dramatic event in any 

relationship occurs between the two most interpersonally distant characters. Sarah’s 

words reflect this distance; they are not gentle reminders rather genuine concern that 

Abraham might not know how to care for his own child.   
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Yet, the concerns Sarah raises seem out of place for her thirty-seven-year old son, 

especially for what is meant to be a short trip. Perhaps this prophetess6 has sensed what 

future awaits her son.  

Sarah uses the “mothering” language as a code; her words are an intertextual 

mosaic. As Sarah’s speech does not exist elsewhere in midrashic tradition, using this 

biblical language allows her to speak in a way that connotes authenticity. However, her 

language does more than simply allow her to sound authentic. The textually literate 

reader learns much about Sarah’s intentions through an intertextual reading.  

 
:ינודא יב  

 
She begins by addressing Abraham, “ ינודא יב ,” “my lord.” The phrase appears 

twelve times in Tanach, often spoken in a desperate tone, asking God or an earthly judge 

to have compassion or reverse a decision. 7 Of the twelve, four are found in the context of 

a parent praying about a child or future child.8 Perhaps Sarah is not beseeching Abraham, 

but God?  

The textual language between ShY’s Sarah and the story of Joseph and his 

brothers in Egypt continues here. After Benjamin is taken, Judah uses the language in a 

moment of desperation, he addresses Joseph/Pharaoh’s minister with “ ינודא יב .”9 His 

words reflect a sense of humility. He knows they might be undeserving of such kindness, 

nonetheless, he tries to save his brother’s life. Sarah, too, knows the improbability that 

either God or Abraham will heed her prayer, nevertheless, she tries to change one of her 

“Lord’s minds.   

Sarah’s words appear in the mouth of another once-barren woman. Hannah is also 

facing separation from her only child, whom she vowed to dedicate to Temple service 
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once he was weaned. When that time arrives, she brings Samuel, her son, to Eli, the 

priest, addressing him with “ ינודא יב .”10 These two mothers, having been given miracle 

babies, must both give their sons back to God. Their only hope is their impassioned 

pleading that their child be kept safe.  

 
אנ רמשה : 

 
She tells Abraham “ אנ רמשה ,” the same words that Jonathan uses to warn David 

that Saul, Jonathan’s father, intents to kill him. Both Sarah and Jonathan are faced with 

competing loyalties. Should they undermine their patriarch in order to warn their beloved 

of the fate that awaits them? This intertextual reading suggests that Sarah is aware of 

God’s plan. If Isaac is present for this conversation, perhaps Sarah is altering Isaac of the 

danger ahead.  

 
וילע ךיניע תא םישו : 

 

Similar language is used by Nebuchadnezzar when asking his guard to protect the 

prophet Jeremiah during the siege of Jerusalem.11 Why? 

 
  ׃וֹמּֽעִ השֵׂ֥עֲ ןכֵּ֖ _ילֶ֔אֵ רבֵּ֣דְַי ר֙שֶׁאֲֽכַּ םא יכִּ֗ ערָּ֑ המָוּא֣מְ וֹל֖ שׂעַתַּ֥־לאַוְ וילָ֔עָ םישִׂ֣ ֙_ינֶ֙יעֵוְ וּנּחֶ֗קָ

 
“Take him and look after him; do him no harm, but grant whatever he asks of you.” 

 
ןב יל ןיא יכ  : 

 

Avshalom, after his daughter is raped, and his three sons presumably died young12 

laments in II Samuel 18:18, “ ...ימִשְׁ ריכְִּזהַ רוּבעֲבַּ ןבֵ ילִ־ןיאֵ ,” meaning, “I have no son to keep 

my name alive….”  Sarah will also be left without a child to continue her legacy. 

Although the language is not an exact match, her words echo, and even have a similar 
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assonance to Abram’s words to God in Genesis 15: יל ןה / יל ןיא .  Sarah seems to be 

reminding Abram what it feels like to be heirless.  

 
ונבזעת אנ לא : 

 
Moses, looking for support in the wilderness asks Hobab to journey with them, 

saying, “ ונתָֹא בֹזעֲתַּ אנָ־לאַ ,” “Please do not abandon us!”13 Sarah is worried that Isaac will 

not be able to navigate the unfamiliar territory if he is left alone.  

 
םימ והקשה אמצי םאו םחל והליכאה ביערי םא : 

 
Sarah turns to the practical wisdom of the Proverbs:  
 

  ׃םִימָ וּהקֵשְׁהַ אמֵצָ־םאִוְ םחֶלָ וּהלֵכִאֲהַ _אֲנַֹשׂ בעֵרָ־םאִ
 
If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat; If he is thirsty, give 
him water to drink.14 

 
Although he might not have much experience with childrearing, he is an accomplished 

solider, and might know how to treat the enemy.  

 

:ךילא רמאי רשא לככ ול תישעו  
 

This might be a play on the second half of Jeremiah 39:21. Sarah is indicating to 

Abraham now that he doesn’t only need to make sure he is well-fed, but that he should 

have agency in whatever will happen while they are away.  

Through the employment of biblical verse, Sarah’s instructions are both a 

superlative example of narrative midrash, but also powerfully communicate her message 

to Abraham. It is striking that Sarah’s voice is so literarily rich. She is transformed from a 

silent figure to an assertive, concerned mother who embodies words of prophets and 

patriarchs. 
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1 This is reminiscent of Esau and Jacob’s reunion in Genesis 33:4, in which they embrace 
and hug. Although they are reuniting, and Sarah and Isaac are separating, the allusion 
adds another layer of emotions to this stirring interaction.   
2 One wonders what Sarah taught Isaac. Midrash tells us that she proselytized, and ShY 
notes that Sarah taught Hagar her ways. I was only able to find one source that indicated 
Sarah studied Torah, (Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7.28.1) and no sources on her teaching Torah.   
3 Sarah’s previous statement “My soul is very tied to his soul” is found here in a new 
iteration. The author juxtaposes the language of “ הרושק ” of the previous statement with 
“ דרפיהל ,” meaning “to separate.”  
4 Genesis 21:10-11 
5 For further discussion this point, see Phyllis Trible, “Ominous Beginnings for a Promise 
of Blessing,” Hagar, Sarah, and Their Children: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim 
Perspectives, ed. Trible and Russell. (Westminster John Knox: Louisville 2006) 53, 
68n66.   
6 Exodus 15:20   
7 Two such examples are found in Exodus 4:10; 4:13, where Moses pleads with God to 
choose another messenger and Numbers 12:11, in which Aaron asks God to allow 
Miriam to live.  
8 I Kings 3:17, 26; Judges 13:8; I Samuel 1:26   
9 Genesis 44:18  
10 I Samuel 1:26 
11 Jeremiah 39:12 
12 Radak on II Samuel 18:18.3   
13 Numbers 10:31  
14 Proverbs 25.21 
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 ןתנ רשאמ ,1תיבב התיא רשא םידגבה ןמ דואמ האנו בוט דגב הרש חקיתו רקובב יהיו
 לע הרקי ןבא םשתו ,ושאר לע תפנצמ ול םשתו הנב קחצי תא שובלתו .ךלמיבא הל
 םהידבעמ םהמע וכליו ויבא םהרבאו קחצי וכליו אציו ,ךרדל הדיצ םהל ןתיתו .תפנצמה
 ךל בוש הל ורמאיו ,םחלשל םתיא ךרדב ךלתו םהמע הרש םג אצתו .ךרדב םחלשל
 .המיע השיא םהרבא םג ךביו ,לודג יכב ךבתו הנב קחצי ירבד תא הרש עמשתו .הלהאה
 .דואמ דע לודג יכב וכב םחלשל וכלה רשא םגו ,דואמ לודג יכב המע הנב קחצי םג ךביו
 תוכבל דוע ףסותו ,והקשתו והקבחתו היתועורז ןיב והזחאתו הנב קחציב הרש קזחתו
 ,לודג יכב דוע וכביו .הזה םויהמ ינב דוע ךתוא הארא םא עדוי ימ ,הרש רמאתו .ומע
 בשתו .םהמיע לודג יכב וכב םחלשל ךרדב םהמע וכלה רשא םגו קחציו הרשו םהרבאו
 ,הלהאה המע הידבעו היתוחפש לכ ובושיו ,הבר היכבב קחצי לעמ הרש ןכ ירחא הל
 תא םג םהרבא חקיו .והויצ רשאכ ׳ה ינפל הלוע ותולעהל  ונב קחצי םע ךלה םהרבאו
  .םהמיע דחי וכליו ודבע רזעילא תאו רגה ןב לאעמשי תא ,ומע וירענ ינש

 
And in the morning, Sarah took a very fine, beautiful garment from the 
clothes that were with her in the house, from that which Avimelech had 
given to her. And she dressed Isaac in it, and she placed a turban on his 
head, and placed a precious stone2 on the turban. And she gave to them 
provisions for the road, and Isaac and Abraham, his father, went out with 
their servants to accompany them on the way. And Sarah also went out with 
them to go on the way with them in order to send them off, and they said to 
her: “Return to the tent.” And Sarah heard the words of Isaac, her son, and 
she began to weep, and Abraham also wept with his wife, and also Isaac, her 
son, wept with her, and also those that went to accompany them, wept 
greatly. And Sarah grabbed hold of Isaac, her son, and held him in her arms, 
and embraced him and kissed him, and continued to cry with him. And 
Sarah said, “Who knows if I will see you again, my son, after today?” And 
Abraham and Sarah and Isaac all cried together.3 And all who accompanied 
them on the way to send them off, wept with them, and Sarah left, and all 
her handmaids and servants returned with her to her tent. And Abraham 
went with Isaac his son, to bring him up as an offering before The Eternal as 
God commanded him. And Abraham also took his two lads with him, 
Ishmael, son of Hagar, and Eliezer, his servant, and they went together with 
them.  
 
 

Despite her devastation, Sarah puts herself together and prepares her son and 

husband for their journey. She prepares Isaac for his journey with two important items, 

the garment that Midrash Rabbah teaches Avimelech gave to her. The garment is well 
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suited for the task at hand, as Aimelech is seen in the tradition as the consummate High 

Priest. With the addition of the turban, also part of the priestly garb, with a stone within 

it, Isaac is ready to begin his priestly education.4  

Perhaps, however, as the language used by ShY is borrowed from Genesis 27:15, 

where Rebecca dresses Jacob in Esau’s finest garments in order to trick his father, Sarah 

is attempting to manipulate Abraham as well, that he may bless the correct son. This is 

especially important, as the two accompanying servants mentioned in Genesis 22:3 are 

named as Eliezer and Ishmael, two of Abraham’s “sons,” vying for his inheritance. (See 

following section.) 

1 This language alludes to Genesis 27:15:  
  ׃ןטָקָּהַ הּנָבְּ בֹקעֲַי־תאֶ שׁבֵּלְתַּוַ תִיבָּבַּ הּתָּאִ רשֶׁאֲ תֹדמֻחֲהַ לֹדָגּהַ הּנָבְּ ושָׂעֵ ידְֵגבִּ־תאֶ הקָבְרִ חקַּתִּוַ

Rebekah then took the best clothes of her older son Esau, which were there in the house, 
and had her younger son Jacob put them on. Perhaps both Sarah, and Rebecca received 
these special garments from Avimelech!  
2 Recall that Sarah is represented by precious stones. She is giving her son an amulet for 
protection, and also a piece of herself.  
3 Note the role that weeping plays in this narrative. Isaac, midrashically is highly 
impacted by tears.  
4 Exodus 29.6 
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 לא לאעמשי רמאיו .הלאה םירבדכ םהיניב םירענה ורבדיו ,ךרדב םיכלוה םה יהיו
 ובושב היהו ,והויצ רשאכ ׳הל הלוע ובירקהל קחצי תא ךלוה יבא םהרבא הנה רזעילא
 ,וילא רמאיו לאעמשי תא רזעילא ןעיו .ורוכב ונב ינא יכ ותשרל ול רשא לכ תא יל ןתנו
 ימלו .המואמ ול רשא לכמ ךל שירוה יתלבל עבשיו ךמא תאו ךתוא שריג םהרבא אלה
 הלילו םמוי ויתדבע רשא ותיבב ןמאנה ודבעל אלה ויתודומח לכ תאו ול רשא לכ תא ןתי
 .ותומ ירחא ול רשא לכ תא שירוי יל יכ ,ילא רמאי רשא לכ שעאו

 
And while they were going on the way, the lads spoke with each other these 
things: Ishmael said to Eliezer, “Behold, Abraham, my father, is going to 
sacrifice Isaac as an offering to God, as he was commanded. And when he 
returns, he will give me all his inheritance, for I am his firstborn son.” And 
Eliezer answered Ishmael, saying to him, “But Abraham banished you and 
your mother and swore to not to bequeath to you anything from all that he 
has. And to whom will he give everything that he has and all his treasures, to 
no one but his faithful servant in his house who has served him day and 
night and did everything that he said to me, for I will inherit all that is his 
after his death.  
 
 

Finally, Ishmael reveals his true motivation. How does he know that his father 

will sacrifice Isaac? Ishmael, like our midrash, is putting together the pieces. For Ishmael, 

it is not a coincidence that he and Isaac debate about who is more beloved, nd then the 

next day they pack up their things and head for the mountains.  

To add some dramatic tension, the character of Eliezer is also present. There are 

both biblical and midrashic precedent for him to think he might be the recipient of 

Abraham’s inheritance.1 Instead, as we find out, he will be tasked with ensuring that 

Abraham’s legacy continues through a wife for Isaac. In Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer, where 

this source appears, God resolves their conflict by letting them know that neither will 

inherit.2   

1 Genesis 15:2 
2 Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer 31.  
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 ןקז שיא ראותכ םהרבאל המדיו ןטשה אוביו ,ךרדב ונב קחצי םע םהרבא תכלב יהיו
 התא רשא התא רעב וא ליסכה ,וילא רמאיו םהרבא לא שגיו .דואמ חור לפשו וינע דואמ
 תעל ךימי תירחאב ןב םיהולאה ךל ןתנ יכ .ךדיחי ךנבמ םויה הזה רבדה תושעל ךלוה
 אלה .ץראה ןמ ךדיחי ךנב שפנ תא תדבאהו ,סמח אל לע םויה והטחשתו ךלתו ךתנקז
 ץראב תאזה הערכ שיאל ׳ה השעי אל יכ ,׳ה תאמ הזה רבדה ןיא יכ תעמש אל םא תעדי
 אוה ןטשה רבד יכ עדיו ,הזה רבדה תא םהרבא עמשיו .ךנב תא טוחש ךל ול רומאל
 םהרבא וב רעגיו ,ןטשה לוקב עומשל םהרבא הבא אלו .׳ה ךרדמ ותועתהל שקיב רשא
 .ול ךליו

 
And it came to pass, when Abraham was with his son, Isaac, on the way. 
Satan came and to Abraham, in the guise of a very humble and modest old 
man. And he met Abraham, and said to him, “Are you are a fool or ignorant, 
that you would go to do this thing today to your only son. For God gave you 
a son in your last days, late in life, and you are going to go and slaughter him 
on this day, he who did no wrong? And you will lose the soul of your only 
son from the earth? Did you not know or did you not hear, but this is not 
from God, for The Eternal would not do such evil to a man in the world, 
saying to him, “go and slaughter your son?” Abraham heard this, and knew 
that it was the word of Satan, who wished to distract him from the way of 
the Eternal. And Abraham did not want to hear the voice of Satan, and 
Abraham rebuked him and went on his way.   
 
 

Satan, like everyone else in this chapter, is desperate to prove that he is a more 

worthy servant that the humans. This tradition has roots in both Jewish and Islamic 

tradition. In one Hadith, Satan sees that this might be his only chance, saying, “By God! 

If I cannot deceive the people of Abraham with this, I shall never be able to do it.”1 Satan 

appears to humans as their mirror, but important aspects are different. He is sort of their 

alter-ego. Abraham loves both of his sons, but Satan states that he only has one son in the 

presence of his other son, and another whom he loves like a son. Abraham is faithful, so 

Satan encourages distrust. In Midrash Tanhuma ha-Nidpas, Satan’s suggests that God 

was not speaking to Abraham, but rather a ןיטשמ , essentially calling God, Satan.2 Satan 

seems to appear to everyone as their alter-ego, even God. 
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 הארמ הפיו ראות הפי רוחב שיא ראותכ קחציל המדיו ,קחצי לצא אוביו ןטשה בשיו
 הזה ליסכה ןקזה ךיבא יכ תעמש אל םא תעדי אלה ,וילא רמאיו קחצי לא שגיו .דואמ
 ,ליסכ אוה ןקזה יכ ול הבאת אלו וילא עמשת אל ינב התע .םניח םויה ךטחשל ךאיבמ
 הזה רבדה תא קחצי עמשיו .ץראה ןמ האנה ךראת תאו הרקיה ךשפנ תא דבאת אלו
 ןעיו .רביד הזכו הזכ הזה שיאה יילא רביד רשא תא יבא תעמשה ,ויבא םהרבאל רמאיו
 ,ול הבאת לאו וירבד לא עמשת לאו ונממ ךל רמשיה ,וילא רמאיו ונב קחצי תא םהרבא
 ןטשה ול ךליו ,ןטשב דוע םהרבא רעגיו .םויה וניהלא תוצממ ונריבעהל ונל אוה ןטש יכ
  .םהילעמ

 
And Satan returned and went to Isaac, and appeared to Isaac as a young 
man, with an attractive and very handsome appearance. And he approached 
Isaac, and said to him: Don’t you know, or haven’t you heard that your old, 
foolish father, is bringing you today to slaughter, for nothing? And now, my 
son, do not listen to him, and do not consent, for the man is old and foolish, 
and do not let your precious soul be lost, and your pleasant appearance be 
lost from the earth. And Isaac listened to this thing, and said to Abraham, his 
father, “Have you heard, my father, what this man said to me?” He spoke 
thusly. And Abraham answered Isaac, his son, and said to him, “Guard 
yourself from him, and do not listen to his words, and do not agree with him, 
for he is Satan, here to cause us to transgress the commandments of God 
today. And Abraham rebuked Satan again, and Satan went away from them.  
 
 

Not to be discouraged from his goal, Satan tries a new victim, the unsuspecting 

Isaac. The author uses the same language as in the prior section, each person has a 

parallel encounter with him. Each scene is a window into each character’s experience of 

events, each is tested and tried in their own way.  

Painfully, Abraham does not confirm or deny what Isaac hears. Although Isaac 

says “my father” when speaking to him, evoking images of his question to Abraham in 

Genesis 22:7, Abraham does not respond with the anticipated “Here I am, my son.” 

Instead, he seems to remain distant, focused on the task ahead of him. The only person in 

this scene that refers to Isaac as “my son” ironically, is Satan.  
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In Midrash Tanhuma ha-Nidpas, Satan tries to provoke Isaac using the image of 

his mother:   

“Oh, unfortunate son of an unhappy mother, many days your mother 
fasted before your birth, and now this demented old man is about to 
sacrifice you.” Isaac replied: “Even so, I will not disregard the will of my 
Creator, nor the command of my father.”  

 
Although Satan does not explicitly take the same approach with Isaac in ShY, the 

image of Sarah is alluded to when he says that Isaac’s soul and pleasant 

appearance will be lost. Their connection, as mentioned previously, is represented 

by their “soul link,” and his pleasant appearance comes from Sarah’s beauty and 

her dressing him in her finery.  

 
 

1 Al Tabari 293  
2 Tanhuma ha-Nidpas, Vayera 22:10  
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 לחנכ םהל יהיו ךרדה לא םהינפל רובעיו ךליו םהינפמ ול רתסיו םהל לוכי אל יכ אריו
 לחנ ואריו אוהה םוקמה דע וירענ ינשו קחציו םהרבא ועיגיו ,ךרדה לע םימ אלמ לודג
 םירבוע םימהו ,וב ורבעיו לחנה ךותב ואוביו 1.םירידא םימב דואמ םוצעו לודג
 דחי םלוכ ולהביו ,םהיראוצ דע םימה ועיגיו עובטו ךולה אוהה לחנב וכליו .םהילגרל
 םימ המש ןיא יכ עדיו אוהה םוקמה תא םהרבא רכיו ,לחנב םירבוע םה יהיו .םימהמ
 לחנ ול וב ןיא רשא הזה םוקמה תא ינא עדוי ,ונב קחצי לא םהרבא רמאיו .אוהה םוקמב
 וניהולא תווצממ ונתוא ריבעהל ,הלא לכ תא ונל השעי רשא אוה ןטשה התע .םימ אלו
 תוצמב יכ ונילעמ אנ 2ךל ןטשה ךב ׳ה רעגי ,וילא רמאיו ןטשב םהרבא רעגיו .הזה םויה
  .םהילעמ ול ךליו םהרבא לוקמ ןטשה דחפיו .ונכלה וניהולא

 
And he saw that he could not overcome them, and he hid himself from them, 
and went and passed before them on the road, and he transformed himself 
into a great river, full of water on the path, and when Abraham and Isaac and 
the two young lads reached that place, they saw great and very vast river and 
its mighty waters.3 And they went into the river and crossed it, the water 
reaching their feet. And they went further into the river, and about to drown, 
and the water reaching their necks,4 and they all panicked together because 
of the water. And as they crossed the river, Abraham recognized this place, 
and knew that there was no water there. And Abraham said to Isaac, his son, 
I know this place has no river nor water. Now, Satan is the one who did all 
these things to us, to cause us to transgress God’s commandments on this 
day. And Abraham rebuked Satan, and said to him: “May the Eternal rebuke 
you, Satan, please, leave us, for we have followed our God’s 
commandments.” And Satan feared the voice of Abraham, and he went away 
from them. 5 
 
 

Abraham has a second river-side epiphany, realizing what he needs to do in order 

to protect themselves. While in other midrashic accounts,6 it is Abraham’s prayer that 

saves the group, here it is Abraham’s ability to see past Satan’s trickery. When Abraham 

prays, he mentions God’s request to sacrifice Isaac. By omitting that piece of the 

tradition, Isaac still is unsure of the plan, having only heard it from Satan.  

 

1 Textual reference to Exodus 15:10, the Song of the Sea.   
2 Language taken from Zechariah 3:2 
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3 Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  provides this as the reason it took three days to reach Moriah.  
4 Textual reference to Psalms 69:2  
5 This story becomes a source text for Tashlich, indicating the power of the event for 
encouraging introspection and realization.   
6 Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  Vayera, Midrash va-Yosha on Exodus 14:30  
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 רשא םוקמה לא קחציו םהרבא ךליו ,1הליחתב היה רשאכ השביל אוהה םוקמה בשיו
 רמא רשא םוקמה תא אריו ויניע תא םהרבא אשיו ישילשה םויב יהיו .םיהולאה ול רמא
 דובכו ,רהה לע דבכ ןנעו םימשה דעו ץראה ןמ שא דומע וילע אריו .קוחרמ םיהולאה ול
 תא קוחרמ םיאור ונחנא רשא אוהה רהב תיארה ,ונב קחצי לא םהרבא רמאיו .ןנעב ׳ה
 ׳ה דובכו ןנעו שא דומע הנהו יתיאר ,ויבא לא רמאיו קחצי ןעיו .וילע האור ינא רשא
 לא םהרבא רמאיו .׳ה ינפל הלועל הצרנ ונב קחצי יכ םהרבא עדיו .וילע ןנעב הארנ
 ונעיו .קוחרמ אוהה רהב וניאר רשא תא םתא םג םתיארה ,ונב לאעמשי לאו רזעילא
 ׳ה ינפל הצרנ אל יכ םהרבא עדיו ,וניאר ץראה לכ ירהכ רה קר רבד וניאר אל ורמאיו
 ונל הכלנ ינב קחציו ינאו רומחה םע הפ םכל ובש םהרבא םהילא רמאיו .םהמיע תכלל
 לאעמשיו רזעילא המש ובשיו .םכילא הבושנו ׳ה ינפל םש הווחתשנו ,אוהה רהה דע
 .םהרבא םויצ רשאכ ,אוהה םוקמב

 
The place became again a dry place as it originally was, and then Abraham 
and Isaac went to the place that God had mentioned.  On the third day, 
Abraham lifted his eyes and saw the place that God had mentioned to him 
from afar. And he saw a pillar of fire, that extended from the land to the sky, 
and a dense cloud on the mountain, and the presence of The Eternal in the 
cloud. And Abraham said to Isaac, his son, “Have you seen on the mountain 
we see from afar, what I see upon it? And Isaac answered his father, saying, 
“I looked and behold a pillar of fire and a cloud and presence of The Eternal 
appeared in the cloud.” And Abraham knew that Isaac, his son, was accepted 
as a burnt offering before The Eternal. And Abraham said to Eliezer and 
Ishmael, his son, “Did you also see what we saw on that mountain from 
afar?” And they answered, saying, “No, we didn’t see a thing, we saw only a 
mountain like all the other mountains of this land,” and Abraham knew that 
they weren’t desired by God to walk with them to go before The Eternal. 
And Abraham said to them, “Stay here with the donkey, and I and Isaac, my 
son, we will go ourselves to this mountain, and we will worship there before 
The Eternal, and [then] we will return to you. And Eliezer and Ishmael 
stayed there in that place, as Abraham commanded them.  
 
Genesis 22:4-5  

־םעִ הֹפּ םכֶלָ־וּבשְׁ וירָעָנְ־לאֶ םהָרָבְאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃קֹחרָמֵ םוֹקמָּהַ־תאֶ ארְַיּוַ וינָיעֵ־תאֶ םהָרָבְאַ אשִָּׂיּוַ ישִׁילִשְּׁהַ םוֹיּבַּ
 ׃םכֶילֵאֲ הבָוּשׁנָוְ הוֶחֲתַּשְׁנִוְ הֹכּ־דעַ הכָלְנֵ רעַנַּהַוְ ינִאֲוַ רוֹמחֲהַ

On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place from afar. Then Abraham said to 
his servants, “You stay here with the ass and the boy and I will go up there; we will 
worship and we will return to you.” 
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The scene is even more awesome than Abraham anticipated. The dense cloud God 

mentioned, which appears in Genesis Rabbah2 is joined by the pillar of fire described in 

Pirkei d’Rebbe Eliezer. 3 Rather than combine the two natural phenomena, as is done in 

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, as a “burning cloud,”4 the two exist side by side. In PRE, this 

pillar of fire is a symbol of safety for Adam. Should the reader feel assured that God will 

protect Isaac? Or is the pillar of fire, which extends from earth to heaven, a vehicle for 

Isaac as a burnt offering? The term Anan Aikedah, meaning burning cloud, is a play on 

the very word, Akeidah itself!  

Both the account in Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer and Genesis Rabbah, when Abraham 

asks the two lads (Ishmael and Eliezer in PRE), they are unable to see God’s signs in 

front of them. However, because ShY places their argument before this moment, we must 

question whether Ishmael and Eliezer are pretending not to see the cloud. In both earlier 

texts, Abraham insults the boys, assigning them to stay with the donkey, because their 

inability to see the pillar of fire made them as dumb as an “ass.” Still, God’s signs have 

finally proven Isaac’s worthiness to Abraham. For the first time, we hear Abraham call 

Isaac “my son” in his presence. 

1 See Exodus 14:22; 15:19 which depict the previously mighty waters drying up.  
For more on the connection between the Akedah and the splitting of the sea, see Rachel 
S. Mikva, Midrash vaYosha, (Mohr Siebeck: Tübingen, Germany), 2012. 41-62.  
2 Genesis Rabbah 56:1  
3 Pirkei D’Rebbe Elieze Ch. 31 
4 Targum Pseduo-Jonathan to Genesis 22:4  
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 וכליו תלכאמה תאו שאה תא וחקיו ,ונב קחצי לע םמישיו הלועל םיצע חקל םהרבאו 
 היאו ונתיא םיצעהו שא הנה ,ויבא לא קחצי רמאיו םתכלב יהיו .אוהה םוקמה לא םהינש
 תויהל ׳ה רחב ךב ינב ,רומאל ונב קחצי תא םהרבא ןעיו .הלועל ׳ה ינפל בירקהל השה
 השעא יכונא ׳ה ךילא רביד רשא לכ ,ויבא לא קחצי רמאיו .השה תחת המימת הלועל ול
 וא הזב רבד תבשחמ ךבלב שיה ונב קחצי לא דוע םהרבא רמאיו .בל בוטבו החמשב
 ויבא םהרבא תא קחצי ןעיו .ינממ דחכת לא ינב יל אנ דגה ,הנוכנ הנניא רשא הצע
 רביד רשא רבדה לע לימשהלו ןימיהל יבלב שי םא ישפנ יחו יבא ׳ה יח ,וילא רמאיו
 רבד לכ תבשחמ  םגו הזה רבדהמ דנ אלו עז אל ירשבמ רשבו ימצעמ םצע םגו .׳ה ךילא
 יתרמא ךא ׳ה רבדב ינא שפנ בוטו חמש בל םא יכ ,הזה רבדב יבלב ןיא הער הצע וא
 וכליו ,קחצי ירבדב דואמ םהרבא חמשיו .וינפל הלועל םויה יב ץפח רשא ׳ה ךורב
 םוקמב חבזמה תא תונבל םהרבא שגיו .׳ה רביד רשא אוהה םוקמה לא םהינש ואוביו
 .חבזמה תונבל ולכ רשא דע רמוחו םינבא ודיב ןתי קחציו הנוב םהרבא יהיו ,אוהה

 
And Abraham took wood for the offering and placed them on Isaac, his son, 
and they took the fire stone and the knife and the two of them went to that 
place. And while they were walking, Isaac said to his father, “Behold, we 
have the fire stone and we have the wood, but where is the sheep to sacrifice 
to the Presence, The Eternal as an offering?” And Abraham answered Isaac, 
his son, saying, “My son, the Eternal has chosen you to be an unblemished 
offering in the place of the lamb.” And Isaac said to his father, “All that the 
Eternal has spoken to you, I will do with happiness and a full heart.” And 
Abraham again said to Isaac, his son, “Is there thought in your heart or 
counsel concerning this which is not correct? Tell me, please, my son, do not 
withhold anything from me.” And Isaac answered Abraham, his father, 
saying to him, “As God lives, my father, as my soul lives, there is nothing in 
my heart, to sway me to right or to the left about this thing that the Eternal 
God spoke to you. And also, bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh has not 
stirred or wandered from this thing, and there is no consideration or evil 
counsel in my heart about this thing, but rather my heart is happy and my 
soul is joyous, in the word of the Eternal, so I say, ‘Blessed is the Eternal 
who desires me on this day as an offering before God.’”1 And Abraham 
rejoiced in the words of Isaac, and they continued on, and the two of them 
came to the place of which The Eternal had told them. And Abraham 
proceeded to build the altar in that place. And Abraham was building, and 
Isaac handed him stones and clay until they finished building the altar.2 
 
Genesis 22:6-9a 

 רמֶאֹיּוַ  ׃ודָּחְַי םהֶינֵשְׁ וּכלְֵיּוַ תלֶכֶאֲמַּהַ־תאֶוְ שׁאֵהָ־תאֶ וֹדָיבְּ חקִַּיּוַ וֹנבְּ קחָצְִי־לעַ םשֶָׂיּוַ הלָֹעהָ יצֵעֲ־תאֶ םהָרָבְאַ חקִַּיּוַ
 םהָרָבְאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃הלָֹעלְ השֶּׂהַ הֵיּאַוְ םיצִעֵהָוְ שׁאֵהָ הנֵּהִ רמֶאֹיּוַ ינִבְ ינִּנֶּהִ רמֶאֹיּוַ יבִאָ רמֶאֹיּוַ ויבִאָ םהָרָבְאַ־לאֶ קחָצְִי
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 םהָרָבְאַ םשָׁ ןבִֶיּוַ םיהMִאֱהָ וֹל־רמַאָ רשֶׁאֲ םוֹקמָּהַ־לאֶ וּאֹבָיּוַ ׃ודָּחְַי םהֶינֵשְׁ וּכלְֵיּוַ ינִבְּ הלָֹעלְ השֶּׂהַ וֹלּ־האֶרְִי םיהMִאֱ
 חַבְֵּזמִּהַ־תאֶ
 

 
Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and put it on his son Isaac. He himself took 
the firestone and the knife; and the two walked off together. Then Isaac said to his father 
Abraham, “Father!” And he answered, “Yes, my son.” And he said, “Here are the 
firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?” And Abraham 
said, “God will see to the sheep for His burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them 
walked on together. They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abraham built 
an altar there; 
 
 

Finally, Abraham informs Isaac of what is to happen. Powerfully, he seeks his 

son’s consent. Perhaps Isaac, recalling his debate with Ishmael, as well as his encounter 

with Satan, has already been preparing his thoughts, and has decided to allow himself to 

be offered. The story here feels entirely different, rather than a coercive and violent 

action, we see a father and son, joyfully serving their God, together.  

Yet the author of ShY is already hinting to us that Isaac will not be sacrificed. The 

language from Genesis 22:13, when a ram is sacrificed “ וֹנֽבְּ תחַתַּ֥ ,” in place of Isaac, is 

used for the reverse situation here.   

1 Isaac is portrayed as a willing sacrifice, and the perfect sacrifice at that. See parallels in 
Jubilees, Pesikta Rabbati 40, Shibbolei HaLeket 9a-b.  
2 Abraham and Isaac build the altar together. This mirrors the Islamic tradition, where 
Ishmael and Abraham build the Kaba together in Mecca.  
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 והרסאיו ונב קחצי תא חקיו ,הנב רשא אוהה חבזמה לע םכרעיו םיצעה תא םהרבא חקיו
 יבא ויבא לא קחצי רמאיו .׳ה ינפל הלועל וטחושל חבזמה לע רשא םיצעה לע ומושל
 תקזחמ קתנאו עונאו בושא ןפ ,חבזמה לע ינמישת רחאו יתוא רושקו דואמ ינדקע
 לא קחצי דוע רמאיו .ןכ םהרבא שעיו הלועה ןברוק תא ללחאו ירשבב רשא תלכאמה
 הרשל תאבהו ירפאמ ראשנה ךמע חק הלועל ינפרשתו ינטחשת רשא תעב יבא ,ויבא
 ראב ינפל התבשב הזה רבדה תא הילא רבדת אל ךא .חיר קחציל הז הילא תרמאו ימא
 אשיו ,קחצי ירבד תא םהרבא עמשיו .תומתו יילע השפנ תא ךילשת ןפ ,הובג םוקמב וא
 .ונב קחצי לע םהרבא תועמד ודריו הלאה םירבדה קחצי רבדב ךביו ולוק תא םהרבא
 רשאכ וניהולא ׳ה ןוצר יב השעו יבא השוח הרהמ ,ויבא לא רמאיו דואמ הכב קחצי םגו
  .ךוצ

 
And Abraham took the branches and arranged them on the altar that he had 
built, and took Isaac, his son, and tied him up, to place him on the wood that 
was on the altar in order to slaughter him before the Eternal. And Isaac said 
to his father, “My father, really bind me tightly, and tie me up and 
afterwards, place me on the altar, lest I turn away and I move and break free 
of the grip of the knife that is in my flesh, and I will desecrate the sacrificial 
offering.” And Abraham did so. And Isaac said more to his father, “My 
father, while you are slaughtering and burning me as an offering, take with 
you the remnants from my ashes1, and bring them to Sarah, my mother, and 
say to her, ‘This is the fragrance of Isaac.’ But do not tell her this thing 
while she is sitting in front of a well or in a high place, lest she cast away her 
soul on my account and die.” And Abraham took to heart the words of Isaac, 
and raised his voice and wept over Isaac, his son. And Isaac also cried 
greatly, and said to his father, “Hurry, quickly, my father, and fulfill through 
me the desire of the Eternal God, which God commanded you.  
 
Genesis 22:9 

 וֹנבְּ קחָצְִי־תאֶ דֹקעֲַיּוַ םיצִעֵהָ־תאֶ ֹ]רעֲַיּוַ חַבְֵּזמִּהַ־תאֶ םהָרָבְאַ םשָׁ ןבִֶיּוַ םיהMִאֱהָ וֹל־רמַאָ רשֶׁאֲ םוֹקמָּהַ־לאֶ וּאֹבָיּוַ
  ׃םיצִעֵלָ לעַמַּמִ חַבְֵּזמִּהַ־לעַ וֹתֹא םשֶָׂיּוַ

They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abraham built an altar there; he laid 
out the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 
 
 
Isaac’s service is to his parents. He is concerned with two things, making sure that his 

father’s sacrifice is not rendered impure,2 and making sure that his mother has closure. In 

Midrash Tanhuma ha-Nidpas , Isaac agrees to the sacrifice, but with reservations:  
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“If he has chosen me,” Isaac replied, “I shall willingly surrender my soul to Him, 
but I am gravely concerned about my mother… Isaac said to him: “Father, do not 
tell my mother about this while she is standing at the edge of a pit or a roof lest 
she hurl herself down and die.”3 

 
This concern for Sarah appears earlier, from Abraham:  
 

At that very moment, Abraham thought, “If I inform Sarah, women are light-
headed about little things; all the more so about such a big thing. But if I donʼt tell 
her and steal him away, when she doesnʼt see him, sheʼll kill herself. He said to 
her, “Prepare us some food and drink, and weʼll celebrate today.” She said to him, 
“Whatʼs the reason for this celebration?” He said to her, “Old people like us give 
birth to a son—it is incumbent upon us to celebrate!” Amidst the celebration he 
said, “You know, I was 3 years old when I encountered [recognized] my Creator. 
This lad is getting older and hasnʼt been educated. There is a place far away 
where they educate boys. Iʼll take him and educate him there.” She said, “Go in 
peace.” Without further ado, “He arose early in the morning.” Why [so early] in 
the morning? He thought, “Sarah may change her mind and not let me go. Iʼll get 
up early, before she does.”  

 
Although both men are concerned for Sarah’s well-being, Isaac’s comes from a place of 

truth, Abraham, trickery. Isaac now feels responsible for repairing the damage done, first, 

by the deceit, and second, by the sacrifice itself. As discussed previously, Sarah and 

Isaac’s relationship is represented by the word “ שפנ ,-soul’ which appears again in this 

context. Although the content is very similar from that of the Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  

version, the shift in language is unique to ShY. Isaac wants Sarah to know that he 

participated willingly in the sacrifice, which he indicates by telling Abraham to say to 

Sarah, “This is the fragrance of Isaac.” This is a play on the phrase “ חחנ חור ,” which 

ostensibly is a reference to the “pleasing smell” to God of the sacrifices offered, e.g., 

Leviticus 23.12, but may allude here to the “pleasing and willing spirit” of Isaac. 

Something in what Isaac says elicits sorrow from Abraham. He weeps, and Isaac 

joins. The theme of tears in the Akedah is found throughout midrashic tradition. In many 

of these traditions, it is the tears, either by Abraham or an angelic interceder that stop 
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Abraham from the sacrifice. Here, however, there are no magic tears, only raw human 

emotion. 

1 Isaac’s ashes are seen in many later traditions. See Midrash vaYosha on Exodus 14:30; 
Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  Vayeira 23:4 
2 This tradition appears in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Genesis 22:10; Genesis Rabbah 
56:8; Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  Vayeira 23:4; Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer 31; Pesikta Rabbati 
40:6  
3 Tanhuma ha-Nidpas  Vayeira 23:4-5 
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 .חמש בלו הכבת רמב ןיע ךא ,׳ה םויצ רשא הזה רבדב חמש קחציו םהרבא 1בל יהיו
 תא קחצי טושפיו ,םיצעל לעממ חבזמה לע ותוא םשיו ונב קחצי תא םהרבא דוקעיו
 ונב תא טוחשל ,תלכאמה תא תחקל ודי תא םהרבא חלשיו .חבזמה לע ויבא ינפל וראוצ
 קחצי רובעב וילא ורבדיו ,׳ה ינפל איהה תעב םימחר יכאלמ ושגיו .חבזמה לע הלועל
 תא היחמ התאו ץראבו םימשב תארב רשא לכ לע התא 2ןונחו םוחר ךלמ ׳ה אנא :רומאל
 ושע רשא ונב קחצי לעו םהרבא לע םחרו ןוחו ךדבע קחצי תחת ןוידפו רפוכ הנת ,םלוכ
 חבזמה לע חבזל רושקו דוקע ךדבע םהרבא ןב קחצי רשא ׳ה תיארה .םויה ךרבד תא
 ןמ וילא ארקיו םהרבא לא ׳ה הארנ איהה תעב .םהילע ׳ה ךימחר אנ ומהי התע ,המהבכ
 ארי יכ יתעדי התע יכ המואמ ול שעת לאו רענה לא ךדי חלשת לא ,וילא רמאיו םימשה
 םהרבא אשיו .ינממ ךדיחי תא ךנב תא תכשח אלו ,הזה רבדה תא ךתושעב התא םיהולא
 םויב ץראב םיהולא ׳ה ארב רשא ליאה אוה ,וינרקב ךבסב זחאנ ליא הנהו אריו ויניע תא
 תחת ותויהל ,האלהו אוהה םויהמ אוהה שבכה תא םיהולא ׳ה ןכיו .םימשו ץרא ותושע
 וינרק תא ךבסיו ןטשה וב זחאיו ,םהרבא ינפל ברקו ךולה אוהה ליאהו .הלועל קחצי
 ליאה תא םהרבא אריו .ונב תא םהרבא טחשי רשא ןעמל םהרבא לא ברק יתלבל ךבסב
 ינפל והאיביו והחקיו םהרבא ךליו .ונלדחי ןטשהו ,םהרבא ינפל ברקו ךלוה אוהה
 .אוהה ליאה תא ויתחת םשיו ורסאממ ונב קחצי תא רתיו ,חבזמה

 
 םדמ םהרבא זיו .ונב קחצי תחת הלועל והלעיו ,חבזמה לע ליאה תא םהרבא טחשיו
 לכ היהו .׳ה ינפל ינב םדכ םויה בשחי הזו ינב תחת הז ,רמאיו ארקיו חבזמה לע ליאה
 בשחי הזו ינב תחת הז רמאו ארקו ,חבזמה לע אוהה שבכב םהרבא השעי רשא רבדה
 ׳ה ינפל הדובעה הצרתו חבזמה לע הדובעה לכ תא םהרבא לכיו .ינב לע ׳ה ינפל םויה
 .אוהה םויב וערז תאו םהרבא תא ׳ה ךרביו ,קחציכ בשחתו

 
And the heart of Abraham and Isaac was happy about this thing that the 
Eternal commanded, but the eye wept bitterly, while the heart was happy. 
And Abraham bound Isaac, his son, and placed him on the altar on top of the 
wood, and Isaac stretched out his neck towards his father on the altar. And 
Abraham reached out his hand to take the knife, to slaughter his son as an 
offering on the altar. And at that time the Angels of Compassion went before 
the Eternal, and they spoke to God on behalf of Isaac, saying, “Please, 
Eternal, You are a Compassionate and Gracious Ruler on all that you created 
in the Heavens and in the Earth and you sustain all of them, provide a 
ransom and redeem Isaac, Your servant, And have compassion on Abraham 
and on Isaac, his son, as they fulfilled your word today.” God, did you see 
Isaac, son of Abraham, Your servant bound and tied as a sacrifice on the 
altar like a beast. “Now, please, may Your mercy be stirred for them.” At 
that moment, The Eternal appeared to Abraham3 and called out to him from 
the Heavens, and said to him, “Do not touch the boy, and do not do anything 
to him, for now I know that you fear God, for in your doing of this thing, 
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you did not withhold your only son from me. And Abraham lifted his eyes 
and saw, behold, a ram was caught in the thicket by his horns. This is the 
ram that the Eternal God created in the land on the day that God made the 
Earth and the Heavens. The Eternal God had prepared that ram from that day 
on, for it to be in place of Isaac as an offering. And the ram moved toward 
Abraham, but Satan grabbed hold of him and tangled his horns in the thicket 
to prevent it from it from approaching Abraham so that Abraham would 
slaughter his son. And Abraham saw the ram moving closer toward him, and 
that had Satan stopped him. And Abraham went, and took it, and brought it 
to the altar, and freed Isaac, his son, from the bindings and placed the ram in 
his place.  
 
And Abraham slaughtered the ram on the altar, and he raised it up as an 
offering in the place of Isaac, his son. And Abraham sprinkled the blood of 
the ram on the altar and he called out, saying, “This is in place of my son, 
and will be considered on this day, as the blood of my son before the 
Eternal.” And all was done by Abraham with the ram on the altar, and he 
called and said, “This is in place of my son, and this should be considered 
today, before the Eternal, in place of my son. And when Abraham finished 
his worship on the sacrificial altar, the worship was acceptable to the 
Eternal, and it was considered to be in place of Isaac, and the Eternal blessed 
Abraham and his seed on that day.  
 

 
Genesis 22:11-13  

־לאַוְ רעַנַּהַ־לאֶ _דְָי חלַשְׁתִּ־לאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ ׃ינִנֵּהִ רמֶאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ םהָרָבְאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ םִימַשָּׁהַ־ןמִ הוָהְי ]אַלְמַ וילָאֵ ארָקְִיּוַ
־תאֶ םהָרָבְאַ אשִָּׂיּוַ ׃ינִּמֶּמִ _דְיחְִי־תאֶ _נְבִּ־תאֶ תָּכְשַׂחָ אMוְ התָּאַ םיהMִאֱ ארְֵי־יכִּ יתִּעְדַָי התָּעַ יכִּ המָּוּאמְ וֹל שׂעַתַּ
 ׃וֹנבְּ תחַתַּ הלָֹעלְ וּהלֵעֲַיּוַ לִיאַהָ־תאֶ חקִַּיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ ]לֵֶיּוַ וינָרְקַבְּ ]בַסְּבַּ זחַאֱנֶ רחַאַ לִיאַ־הנֵּהִוְ ארְַיּוַ וינָיעֵ

 
Then an angel of the LORD called to him from heaven: “Abraham! Abraham!” And he 
answered, “Here I am.” And he said, “Do not raise your hand against the boy, or do 
anything to him. For now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your 
son, your favored one, from Me.” When Abraham looked up, he looked, and behold, a 
ram caught in the thicket by its horns. So Abraham went and took the ram and offered it 
up as a burnt offering in place of his son. 
 
Genesis 22:15-16  

 _כְרֶבָאֲ ]רֵבָ־יכִּ ׃_דֶיחְִי־תאֶ _נְבִּ־תאֶ תָּכְשַׂחָ אMוְ הֶזּהַ רבָדָּהַ־תאֶ תָישִׂעָ רשֶׁאֲ ןעַַי יכִּ הוָהְי־םאֻנְ יתִּעְבַּשְׁנִ יבִּ רמֶאֹיּוַ
  ׃ויבְָיֹא רעַשַׁ תאֵ _עֲרְַז שׁרִַיוְ םָיּהַ תפַשְׂ־לעַ רשֶׁאֲ לוֹחכַוְ םִימַשָּׁהַ יבֵכְוֹככְּ _עֲרְַז־תאֶ הבֶּרְאַ הבָּרְהַוְ
 

…Saying, “By Myself I swear, the LORD declares: Because you have done this and have 
not withheld your son, your favored one, I will bestow My blessing upon you and make 
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your descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands on the seashore; and 
your descendants shall seize the gates of their foes. 
 
 
 

Although the other diving beings have been swayed, Satan is still determined to 

prove Abraham’s unfitness. However, Abraham again sees through his tricks, and finds 

the ram to sacrifice in Isaac’s place.4  

One line in particular emphasizes very complex emotions, “but the eye wept 

bitterly, while the heart was happy.” Even if they were willing to answer God’s call, 

neither can they rid themselves of the feeling of sadness that accompanies the potential 

loss of life.  

1 Note the singular “ בל .” Abraham and Isaac move forward with one heart and mind.  
2 The Angels remind God of God’s attributes. See Exodus 34:6; Jonah 4:2  
3 In the Torah, it is an angelic messenger who cries out to Abraham. In ShY, the angels 
ask God for compassion, and it is God who is moved to call out.  
4 See parallel in al-Tabari 293.  
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 ונדוע םהרבאו ,דואמ וינעו לפש ןקז שיא ראותכ הילא המדיו הרש לא ןטשה ךליו 
 קחציל םהרבא השע רשא השעמה לכ תא תעדי אלה ,הילא רמאיו .׳הל הלועה בירקמ
 קחצי יהיו ,חבזמה לע ותוא בירקיו והטחשיו חבזמ ןביו קחצי תא חקל יכ .םויה ךנב
 הלאה םירבדה תא ןטשה רבדיו .וילע םחרמ ןיאו וילא טיבמ ןיאו ויבא ינפל הכובו קעוצ
 שיא יכ בושחתו ןטשה ירבד לכ תא הרש עמשתו .הינפלמ ול ךליו ,םימעפ הרשל דוע
 תא הרש אשתו ,הלאה םירבדכ הל דגיו אביו הנב לצא היה רשא םדאה ינבמ אוה ןקז
 לע רפע קורזתו ץראל השפנ תא לפתו הנב לע הרמו הלודג הקעצ קעצתו ךבתו הלוק
 תוכבל דוע ףסותו .הזה םויה ךיתחת ינא יתומ ןתי ימ ינב קחצי ינב רמאתו .השאר
 יתואת התיה יכ .לבאל ךילע ינושש ךפהיו ךיתחפטו ךיתלדג יכ ךילע יל רצ ,רמאתו
 םויה שאלו תלכאמל תייה התעו ,הנש םיעשתל ךיתדלי רשא דע הליפתו הקעצל ךילא
 .הנמל הזה
 
 תא רובעל לכוי ימ יכ תישע ךיהולא תוצמ יכ ,ינב ׳ה רבדב ךילע יכונא תמחנתמ ךא
 םירשיו םיבוט ךישעמ לכ יכ וניהולא ׳ה התא קידצ .ודיב יח לכ שפנ רשא וניהולא ירבד
 תא הרש ןתיתו .חמש בלו הכבת רמב יניע ךא ,תיויצ רשא ךרבדב ינא םג החמש יכ
  .ןבאכ םודתו ןכ רחא ,היתוחפשמ תחא קיחב השאר

 
And Satan went to Sarah, and he appeared to her in the guise of a very old 
man, very humble and modest appearance. While Abraham was still 
sacrificing the offering to God, he said to her, “Don’t you know everything 
that Abraham did to Isaac, your son, today? For he took Isaac and built an 
altar and slaughtered and sacrificed him on an altar, and Isaac shouted and 
cried before his father and he did not look at him or have compassion on 
him.” And Satan spoke all these things again and again to Sarah, and went 
away from her. And Sarah heard all the words of Satan and she thought that 
it was an old man from the servants that was with her son, and he came and 
told her these things. And Sarah raised her voice and she wept and shouted 
out bitterly about her son, and her soul sank to the earth and she threw dust 
on her head, saying, “My son, Isaac, my son, would that I would be allowed 
to die in place of you?” And she continued to cry, saying, “I am pained for 
you, for I raised you and cared for you and my joy for you has turned into 
mourning, for I yearned for you, crying and praying until I gave birth to you 
at was ninety years old, and now you have been consumed by fire on this 
day as a portion. 
 
But I am comforted by you, with the word of the Eternal, my son. Because 
you did fulfill God’s commandments, for who can transgress the words of 
God, in whose hand is every living soul?1 You are righteous, Eternal God, 
for all your deeds are good and just, and I am glad for all that you command, 
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although my eyes weep bitterly, my heart is happy.” And Sarah laid her head 
in the lap of one of her servants, and after that she was still as a stone.  
 

 

Satan finally succeeds in tricking someone. In other traditions, Sarah is not fooled 

by Satan, or puts her faith in Abraham. Here, she cries out in sadness, using the same 

words as Abraham and Isaac. The parallelism, a significant feature of the Narrative 

Midrash, creates a strong flow of narrative.  

Perhaps Sarah is the most “Job-like,” since we learn that she has felt tested all 

these years. She even uses Job’s words in her lament. It is a heartbreaking moment. This 

journey started with Sarah’s tears, for fear that she would lose her child. The reader gains 

a unique insight into Sarah’s anguish of barrenness over all these years. Although he is 

saved, she is tricked into mourning his loss, instead of celebrating a happy reunion.  Still, 

she seems to remain faithful to God, never questioning God’s demand, simply grieving 

what she lost.  

 

1 Textual allusion to Job 12:10  
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 עגפת רשא ךרדה יכלוה לכ תא לאשתו ןורבח דע ךלתו הלאשו ךולה ךלתו ןכ ירחא םקתו 
 עברא תירקב הידבעו היתוחפש םע אובתו. הנבב השענ המ רומאל רבד הילא רבוד ןיאו ,ךרדב
 וכליו .קחציו םהרבא וכלה הנא שקבל הידבעמ חלשתו ,המש בשתו הנב לע לאשתו ןורבח איה
 תומדב הרש לא אב ןטשה הנהו .ןיאו ץראה לכב ושקביו ,ואצמ אלו רבעו םש תיב םתוא שקבל
 אלו ונב קחצי תא םהרבא טחש אל יכ ךיילא יתרבד רקש הילא רמאיו ,הינפל דומעיו אוביו שיא
 ףסאתו תמתו התחמשמ השפנ אצתו ,הנב לא דואמ דואמ חמשתו הששו רבדה העמשכ יהיו .תמ
  .הימע לא
 
 לא עבש הראב וידחי וכליו ומוקיו ,וירענ לא ונב קחצי םע בשיו ותדובע תא ותולכב םהרבאו
 שקבל ןורבח דע הכלה ךולה םהילא ורמאיו הילע ולאשיו ,הואצמ אלו הרש תא ושקביו .םתיב
 ,התמ יכ הואצמיו הנורבח הילא קחציו םהרבא וכליו .הל דגוה הזכו הזכ יכ םתכלה הנא םכתא
 ימא ימא רמאיו ,הילע ךביו ומא ינפ לע קחצי לופיו .לודג יכב הילע וכביו םלוק תא םלוכ ואשיו
 וכב םהידבע לכו לודג יכב קחציו םהרבא וכביו .ינתבזע הכיאו 1הנאו הנא ךלתו ינתבזע ךיא
 2.דבכו לודג דפסמ הילע ודפסיו ,הרש לא םתיא

 
After that, she arose, and walked around, inquiring and she went as far as Hebron, and she asked 
everyone that walked along the way whom she met, and no one said anything about what was 
happened to her son. And she came with her handmaidens and servants to Kiryat Arbah, which is 
Hebron, and she inquired concerning her son and she dwelled there, and she sent some of her  
servants to ask where Abraham and Isaac went. And they went and inquired about them in the 
academy of Shem and Ever, and they couldn’t find them, asking everyone in the land, though 
turned up nothing. And behold, Satan came to Sarah in the guise of a man and he came and stood 
before her, and said to her, “What I said to you was false, for Abraham did not slaughter Isaac, 
his son, and he is not dead.” And when she heard this, she was effervescent, and was very, very 
happy about her son, and her soul departed from her due to her joy and she died, and she was 
gathered to her people.3  
 
And when Abraham had finished his worship, and returned with Isaac, his son, to his lads, they 
arose and went together to their home in Be’er Sheva. And they looked for Sarah and did not 
find her, and they asked about her, and they were told that she went to Hebron asking about 
where they had gone, as this is what she had been told. And Abraham and Isaac went after her in 
Hebron, and found out that she had died, and they all raised their voices and they wailed for her. 
And Isaac fell upon his mother and cried for her, saying, “My Mother, My Mother, how could 
you abandon me; how could you abandon me?” And Abraham and Isaac wailed, and all their 
servants cried with them for Sarah, and they mourned her with a great and heavy lament.   
 
 

Sarah’s heartbreaking story gets a happy ending. She finds out that Isaac is alive, and 

instead of dying from sadness, as in depicting in many midrashim, she dies from her surpassing 
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joy.4 Notably, ShY says both that her “soul departed” and “she died,” signifying that she knows 

Isaac is safe, and she can let go of her soul tethered to him. 

While all of this was going on, however, Isaac and Abraham are still on the mountain. 

Finally, when they finish their worship, they return to their own heartbreak. In the biblical 

narrative, Isaac does not return with his father. However, ShY has built up the relationship 

between Sarah and Isaac a great deal, and it is only proper that he should have a chance to mourn 

her. Their experience searching for Sarah mirrors her own, a tragic tale of missed connections.  

Isaac’s lament is powerful, borrowing from the language of the Tanach, putting Sarah in 

place of names for God:  

ShY 
 ינתבזע ךיא ימא ימא

My Mother, My Mother, how could you 
abandon me? 

Psalm 22:2 
 נתבזע המל ילא ילא

My God, my God, why have You 
abandoned me;  

 
The language of “ הנא ,הנא ” connotes a restlessness, an endless wandering without his mother. 

The word has a second meaning, found in the Book of Isaiah.5 It is a deep lament, used when 

your whole world has collapsed. 

 
 

1 II Kings 5:25 
2 This is the language used for Jacob when he dies. See Genesis 50:10. 
3 Midrashically, this also functions to fill in the gap in of Genesis 23:2, which explains how 
Sarah gets to Hebron, where she dies.  
4 Genesis Rabbah 58:5; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 22:20; Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer 32; Leviticus 
Rabbah 20:2   
5 Isaiah 3:26; 19:8  
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PART IV 
 
 

A SIGN FOR THE MOTHERS, DAUGHTERS, AND SONS: 
AN OVERVIEW OF THE FEMALE CHARACTERS IN SEFER HA-YASHAR 
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  .A תוהמיא ןמיס תוהמיא השעמ
 Mothers the for Sign a is Mothers the to Happens What      

 
Our in-depth exploration of Sefer HaYashar ends with the death of our matriarch, 

Sarah, and the mourning of Abraham and Isaac. This piece of the narrative embodies 

much of what is powerful about ShY, as it demonstrates the midrash’s robust and 

intimate encounter with the human condition while addressing the exegetical question of 

Sarah’s absence from post-Akedah Genesis. We are invited into an event only imagined 

in the margins of Torah, that of Abraham and Isaac mourning the loss of their beloved 

mother and wife. Sarah’s death, a mere footnote in the biblical text, is transformed into a 

profound homily on love and loss. Through this narrative, we are drawn into their world, 

and their voices reverberate back into our world.  

Most resonant are the voices of women, heard for the first time in this way. This 

is perhaps the most significant feature of ShY: the expanded female voice. The biblical 

female figures are given shape and speech, and particular attention is payed to the 

experience of women as individuals. There are over eighty women and groups of women 

mentioned in ShY, and of the individual women, all but ten are named.1 Not only are 

these women given names, but they are given personalities—they have attributes and 

actions outside of the physical or procreative realm. For example, Tzilah and Adah are 

forgiving; they show compassion for their husband, Lamech after he accidentally kills 

Cain, their grandfather.2 Paltit, a daughter of Lot is depicted as generous. Unfortunately 

for her, her generosity is taken advantage of by the depraved inhabitants of Sodom, 

                                                
1 See Appendix I  
2 ShY 1  
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leading to her capture and subsequent death.3 Sarah, as mentioned in the previous section, 

is a teacher; she instructs Isaac and Hagar.4  Hadurah, the wife of Asher, is wise;5 and 

Miriam is a prophetess, prophesying Moses’ birth.6 Serach is a musician and consoler.7 

Malchit, Ishmael’s second wife is hospitable, while Merivah, Ishmael’s first wife is 

mean-spirited and abusive.8 These added details, however small, transform the often one-

dimensional female characters of the Torah, and allow for a diverse female readership to 

see themselves reflected in the text.  

As mentioned above, the overwhelming majority of women in ShY are named, 

suggesting that they have identities defined by more than just their husband or family. 

Moreover, women in ShY are responsible for doing most of the naming of children, 

demonstrating a creative capacity in women that extends beyond the ability to create life. 

The moment of naming is one of self-reflection and imagination, seen in the following 

examples:  

 
Eve naming Abel:  
 

 jונממ חקונ לבהבו ץראב ונאב לבהב הרמא יכ לבה ארק ינשה םש תאו
 
And the name of the second son she called “Hevel,” for she said, “In ‘hevel-
nothingness’ we come into the earth, and in ‘hevel-nothingness’ we are 
taken from it.9 

                                                
3 Shy  
4 ShY 6;9  
5 Hadurah, Serach ben Asher; Jania 
6  
7 Hadurah, Serach ben Asher; Jania 
8 ShY 8 
9 ShY 1  
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Eve’s statement is surprisingly existential for someone who only just began 

existing. Using language evocative of Kohelet, she foreshadows Abel’s ultimate 

end.  

 
Tzilah naming Adah:  
 

 .םעונו הנדע יל התיה יתולב ירחא הרמא יכ המענ המש תא ארקתו ,תב דלתו דוע רהתו
 
And she conceived again, and bare a daughter, and she named her 
Naamah, for she said, “After I was withered, I have obtained renewal and 
delight.10  

 
Reminiscent of the language Sarah uses when she finds out she will have a son,11 

the formerly barren Tzilah says this when she gives birth to her daughter at a late 

age. Tzilah’s infertility was a result of a “potion” women drank to allow them to 

retain their youth and beauty. In her explanation of the name, we see a woman 

who realizes that pleasure does not come from beauty or youth.  

 

Yocheved naming Miriam:  
 ינב ייח תא םירצמ וררימ םהה םימיב יכ ,םירמ המש ארקתו תב דלתו השיאה רהתו 
 ימד ךופשל הערפ לחה התורה ימיב יכ ,ןורהא ומש ארקתו ןב דלתו דוע רהתו .לארשי
 .לארשי ינב ירוכז

 
And the woman conceived and bore a daughter, and she called her name 
Miriam, for in those days the Egyptians had embittered the lives of the 
children of Israel. And she conceived again and bore a son and she called 
his name Aaron, for in the days of her conception, Pharaoh began to spill 
the blood of the male children of Israel. 
 

Here, we see names that reflects the world of the mother. Miriam and Aaron receive 

names that preserve the history of their mother.  

                                                
10 ShY 1  
11 Genesis 18:12 
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In addition to these “naming ceremonies,” another excellent source of character 

development for the women in ShY is found in their prayers. Sarah’s prayers are 

discussed at length in the commentaries on chapters six and nine. In addition to Sarah’s 

poetic and evocative prayers, ShY depicts Rebecca and Rachel praying as well. Here, 

both women pray for children.  

Rebecca: 

ShY writes that Rebecca goes go Isaac and asks him to pray for her, as Abraham 

prayed for Sarah to have a child. Together, they go to Moriah to beseech God to open 

Rebecca’s womb.12 This detail reveals a great deal about how ShY imagines the 

relationship between Isaac and Rebecca. Surely, he must have shared with her the details 

of this traumatic event. They go to a place that represents both life and death for Isaac; 

his own life spared, his mother’s taken. The two of them stand in that very spot as a way 

of saying to God, “Your covenant almost died once, will you let it die now? As you let 

me live, let us have a child so that your covenant might endure!” Although Isaac’s prayer 

is the one that is recorded, placing Rebecca at the scene implies that she, too, was 

praying.  

Rachel: 

 אנ ינרכז םיקולא ׳ה ,רמאתו איהה תעב ׳ה לא לחר ללפתתו .םהה םימיב הרקע הנדוע לחרו
 יתנחת תא אנ עמש םיקולא ׳ה התע .םינב ול יתדלי אל יכ ישיא ינשרגיי התע יכ אנ ינדקפו
 .דוע יתפרח עמשא אלו תוחפשה תחאכ םינב יל תתנו יינע הארו ךינפל

 
And Rachel was still barren in those days, and Rachel prayed unto the 
Eternal at that time, and she said, O Eternal God, Please remember me and 
visit me, for now my husband will cast me off because I have borne him no 
children. Now, Eternal God, hear my supplication before your, and see my 

                                                
12 ShY 11  
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affliction, and give me children like one of the handmaids, so that I will no 
longer heed my affliction.13  

 
Rachel’s prayer reflects the language of the psalms.14 Her language reflects her 

desperation. Unlike Rebecca, she can not go to her husband and ask him for a 

child, possibly a reflection of Jacob’s refusal in the original Genesis text.15 

Instead, she turns to God for help. Their relationship is cemented when Rachel is 

granted her first child, Joseph. In naming Joseph, she responds to God’s 

hearkening with another prayer:  

 ׳ה ףסוי רומאל ףסוי ומש תא ארקתו .יתפרח תא םיקולא ףסא ,רמאתו ןב דלתו לחר רהתו
 .רחא ןב יל

 
Rachel conceived and bare a son, and she said, The Eternal has taken 
away my affliction, and she called his name Joseph, saying, May the 
Eternal grant me another son.16  
 

Like Sarah and Isaac, this mother-son pair have a deep bond which is developed 

throughout the midrash.  

 

  .Bתונבל ןמיס תוהמיא השעמ
 Daughters the for Sign a is Mothers the to Happens What      

 
 A midrash from Genesis Rabbah proposes, “whatever happens to the fathers is a 

sign for their sons.17 The midrash points out several patterns and similarities between the 

patriarchs, suggesting that what happens to the father will inevitably happen to his son. 

ShY applies this principle to its female characters. Read as a single narrative, ShY proves 

                                                
13 ShY 11  
14 Psalms 119:170; among others  
15 Genesis 30:1-2  
16 ShY 11  
17 Genesis Rabbah 40:6 
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to be a series of expanding, but repeating threads. For example, Sarah’s experience of 

being hidden in a box while crossing a border is repeated with her great-granddaughter, 

Dinah. Although both traditions exist in the midrashic canon, including them both allows 

the two women’s experiences to be read as part of a larger theme. Although we do not 

hear Dinah speak about her experiences in her own words, we can read Dinah’s traumatic 

experience with using the language of her great-grandmother.  

 A second example of a repeated theme is barrenness. Infertility is a consistent 

experience for the matriarchs and midrashic women. A total of seven women in ShY are 

described as barren. For all the the other women, God opens their womb. Although 

potentially problematic, I’d like to suggest that the it is the act of pregnancy and giving 

birth that brings women into the covenant, as it mirrors the male entrance into the 

covenant, starting with Sarah and Abraham:  

 

Abraham 
Call  
Abraham responds to Lech L’cha  
  
Test  
Childlessness: First Abraham has no 
biological son, then must send away his 
first born  
 
Physical change  
Circumcision   
 
Blood:  
The covenant is ensured  
 

Sarah 
Call  
Sarah responds to Lech L’cha  
  
 
Test  
Barrenness  
 
 
Physical change  
Pregnancy  
 
Blood:  
The covenant is ensured  
  

 
 
Although this argument could be made using other midrashim, or even the biblical text 

itself, it is the inner-textuality here that bolsters the argument. Sarah is told that she is 
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covenanted to God herself at the same moment Abraham is instructed to circumcise 

himself and future generations. Once both go through a bodily change, they are primed 

for covenant. Only after they bleed, however, is their covenant complete. Later, we see 

this idea return, when Tzipporah realizes that she needs to circumcise her children in 

order to protect them. With this in mind, it is possible to consider the bareness, and 

eventual childbirth, present in ShY as a signifier of covenant. Perhaps these have a 

special relationship with God, which requires the full process of covenanting for 

entrance.  

 The signs of the mothers proscribe ideal behaviors for future generations as well. 

One such exemplary behavior is seen in ShY’s representation of Tzipporah, based on a 

folk legend.    

In this story, Moses is placed in captivity by Tzipporah’s father, who withholds any food 

or water from him. For seven years, Tzipporah sneaks him food. Once he is finally 

released, Tzipporah’s compassion is emphasized. This Midianite woman, ShY says, 

“walked in the ways of the daughters of Jacob, she was no less righteous than Sarah, 

Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.” Through her acts of kindness and compassion, Tzipporah 

becomes a mother of Israel herself, signifying for all women what it takes to “walk in the 

ways” of our mothers.   

 
 
C.  תונבל ןמיס  תוהמיא  השעמ   
      What Happens to the Mothers is a Sign for the Sons   
  

 The women in ShY do not only serve as models for other women within and 

outside of the text. Throughout its narrative, we can see how woman impact men as 
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well. In many places, women serve as the conscience of the Torah text. As outsiders, 

they can question justice in ways that perhaps the male figures can not. We see this in 

the figure of Batya, who comes to Moses in the midst of the plagues, asking if she, 

who saved Moses, will be subject to the forthcoming death of the first-born. When he 

assures her that she will be kept safe, she further emphasizes the injustice of injuring 

and killing innocent people.  

 Furthermore, the increased presence of women in the text creates more room 

for all of the characters, men and women, to act with emotion. Sarah is the first to cry, 

and her tears enable her husband and son to cry as well. This impact is perhaps most 

visible in the relationship between Joseph and Sarah. Although the two never meet, 

their experiences are paralleled. In fact, a close read of the text highlights their 

similarities. Within ShY: both are taken into Pharaoh’s house; both respond to 

challenging situations with tears; and both must refuse the sexual advances of a 

foreigner. Both have name changes; both are represented by the same set of precious 

jewels. In many ways, Joseph expands Sarah’s story. His actions are amplifications of 

Sarah’s; he is able to respond with passion and emotion because Sarah does. 

Remarkably, their parallels might never have been revealed in another text. It is the 

narrative nature of this text that allows for such a reading, as we can see their stories 

as not just linked by linage, but connected thematically, for what happens to the 

mothers is a sign for everyone.  

* * * 

 Outside of the textual context, Isaac’s mournful cry, “My mother, my mother, 

how could you abandon me?” evokes the profound absence of our mothers in the Torah. 
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The contemporary reader is much like Isaac searching for his mother: We look for 

footprints, follow them to places where they were, only to find out that they are no longer 

there. Glimpses of their story are found in the aggadic tradition, but we are often left with 

incomplete or androcentric portraits of our matriarchs. ShY, however, resurrects our 

mothers. In fact, in one section Rachel actually speaks to Joseph from beyond the grave. 

She calls out from her place in the Torah’s margins, “I have heard the voice of your 

weeping,” she offers consolingly. “I have seen your tears; I know your troubles. Your 

sorrows join mine.”18 Our tears join hers, and together, as reader and read, create a Torah 

written in tears.19 Rachel and I cry together, out of sadness for the lost voices, and in hope 

for their continued reclamation. 

                                                
18 Creative translation based on Ch. 10 of ShY  
19 BT Baba Batra 15b  
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