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Midrash, the Rabbinic aggadic tradition is the search 

for continual renewal of ancient texts. ,.Just as they 

undertook to renew the Bible to help them order and find 

"Lf!.f!.1,,.1shah" in tht?ir· time, so, too, this pr·oce!:;s:; must 

be undertaken by every individual. In this search I have 

been influenced by many important people. 

My husband, Rabbi Jonathan Ginsburg, continually 

teaches me the importance of intell.ectual thought, the power 

of words, and the centrality of deeds of loving kindness. 

He has faith in my abilities and encourages me to pursue my 

ambitions at times when I need a great deal of support. He 

truely is a "EZ.:_!'"~r·--t: i::m.§'_(;J<:l q," my 1-HO?lp-mc.,te and par·tnE~r. 

My professors at the Hebrew Uniun College-Jewish 

Institute of Religion have stimulated me to study the 

v.o.,st Je~'Ji<:.;;h t.-.r-adition <.'-Ind begin to syrithe3ize it with mcic:if2rn 

1 if e. I am very grateful tor the education I received from 

my teachers, both in and outside of the classroom. I 

h3ve gained a model of strugglinq with important, difficult 

qu.er::;ti.ons o+ tociay by ut:ili:::inq the \.oJ:i.c:;cJom oi· uu.1~ Ua.gF!s:;. 

;~~s I •.::;erve t 1 "10~ d E~'rl i '.:il·1 p E~up .Le, m-:,t y J. c:.or1 ti 11 ue to d evt:' 1 op 

t:--·c::i skiJls c~nct in!:;;iqhts they of+en?<J to 1ne .. 

I am ~specially appreciative of the cr~~tiv1ty and 
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to see Biblical and Rabbinic texts in a new light. I gained 

an understanding bf the midrashic process which attempts to 

continually renew ancient texts in light of the issues of 

the day. My sersitivity to the vast Jewish tradition has 

been heightened by his abilities. I pray that I will 

continue building the creative path he showed tc me. 

Special thanks go to Jeffrey Macklis and Howard Marks 

who were generous with their time, technology, and home. 

They enabled me to enjoy writing every word of this thesis! 

Praised are You, Adonai, our God of time and space who 

has kept me alive, sustained me, and enabled me to reach 

this season! 
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I chose tc write a thesis in the field of Midrash for a 

variety of reasons. Throuqh my YE·~ars o+ study c:\t HUC-.J.I R, I 

had my eyes opened to the riches cf its texts and its process. 

My teachers helped me to read the Biblical text in a new way, 

applying literary and thematic anaylsis to the wealth 

of Biblical narratives. After re~ding the Biblical stories, 

they taught me to ask questions which the Biblical writer 

often omitted due to the Bible's terse style. These 

questions in turn became the foundation for an intensive study 

of Rabbinic literature which attempts to provide answers for 

these questions. By immersing myself in this process, 1 

gained an appreciation for creativity of the Rabbis, who 

read the Bible in light of their own historical experience 

and wrote midrashim which reflect it. They sought to 

reinterpret the Bible in order to make it meaningful for 

their ti me. They read the Bible i ri ·order to provide answers 

for the crucial questions of their day. 

We can learn much from the model of the Rabbis who 

read the Bible, extending and elaborating on it in order to 

make it continually meaningful. We, too, must read the 

Bible and reinterpret it in light of our own experience. 

Yet, in addition, we must take the next step and continue to 

create (Ilidra_§..b..Lm. which c,~rn hs~lp us addr-·(·,,ss the crucial 

questions of our time. 

More particularly~ howeveri I chose to write a thesis 

which focuses on two Biblical female characters, Sarah and 

I c am e t. o t h i s ~::; t u cl y t h r-· CJ u q h E\ c our s e I +:. on k lo'J 1 t:. r i Dr . 
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Norman Cohen entitled: "Modern Midr·ash, f4 F~abbi s l"ool." In 

that course, I studied two women, Hannah and Peninah, who are 

mentioned in the Bible, in 1 Samuel. I became fascinated by 

them, their struggles for the love of their husband, and the 

difficult problem Hannah faced because she was barren. As a 

result, I decided to undertake a thesis project which studied 

three set of women with similiar issues: 

Rachel and Leah, and Hannah and Peninah. 

Sarah and Hagar, 

As I star·ted my 

research cf the first pair of women, Sarah and Hagar, it 

became increasingly clear that they would be the focus of my 

energy for the thesis because of time constraints. Since 

there was a wealth of material which concentrated on them and 

their relationship with Abraham. 

months studying them exclusively. 

I have spent the past nine 

Finally, I chose to study two Biblical women because I 

am firmly committed to retrieving alld creatinq literature 

about Jewish women. I believe that our rich tradition which 

has stories about women can serve as an aid to Jewish women 

today. We are struggling to find models for ourselves and 

both Biblical narratives and Rabbinic IDidrashim can enhance 

this process. 

The method I used in studying Sarah and Hagar was two-

fold. First, I read the Biblical material in Genesis 16 and 

21. I analyzed it from a literary point of view, looking 

for literary devices such as word plays and repetition. I 

wrote down unans1"'-!ered quest i oris which e:1rose after an i ndepth 

reading of the narratives. Finally, I compared and 

Vl 



contrasted the two chapters, seeing the many similarities 

and differences. Hobert (.)1 ter 's, _Jh .. ~' A1::-t of Bib 1 i c al 

Narrative 1 and Speiser 's, ~en~_§iS2 ~\lere very helpful. 

The second step in writing this thesis was to gather 

all the pertinent rabbinic sources to Genesis 16 and 21. I 

used several general rabbinic indices such as: 

Ha-Aqgadah, Qtzar Mi, dra?hi m, and l.9L.~\h .. 'L._.H aKe tLlVah V · Hal:!.§.sor c."1.h. 

In particular, the last index mentioned was very helpful 

because it provided quite a comprehensive list of sources on 

each verse. In addition, I checked all the indices to the 

available English translations of Talmud and Midrash. I 

organized the midrashim by collection and systematically read 

all the material in historical chronology. 

In order to arrange all the hundreds of m~drashim 

found, I chose to divide my material into two types: 

comments on specific verses in Genesis 16 and 21 and general 

comments en the characters. This was done because I wanted 

the reader to gain a clear picture of the rabbinic attitudes 

toward Sarah and Hagar. ·rhus, the general comments were woven 

into one piece which presents the rabbinic view on these 

women, their characters, personalities, and interaction. 

As a result, the reader ~--ii11 fi11d the thesis org,::\nized 

into tvJO parts. Part One is a Commentary and Midrashic 

ar1tholoqy to Genesis 16 (Section f=\) and Genesis 21 (Section 

B>. I have structured the rabbinic comments according to the 

verse on which they commented. I hi:\Vf:·:~ e ;: pl i cat ed and 1~e c:\ct ed 

to the rnid_c_.<:~ .. §.t..:U.m in ordr.?r- to better understand the f(·:~ elinqs c:H 
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each character which is generally missing from the Biblical 

text. Part Two contains a Biblical and Rabbinic overview of 

the relationship between Sarah and Hagar. It is divided into 

three sections: Section A is a Biblical overview of 

Genesis 16 and 21, Section B contains a Rabbinic portrait of 

Sarah and Hagar's interaction, and Section C deals with Sarah 

and Hagar's relationship with Abraham. I have woven many 

mi drash i m together to more clearly show the Rabbinic 

attitudes to each character. By arranging the material in 

this manner, I hope the reade·r will come away with an 

integrated portrait of hundreds of years of Rabbinic 

Commentary on these women. 

viii 
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fART ONEc SECT ION A 

GENES.llLQi8.F'T EfL.1.9. 



16:1 "Sarai, Abram's wi-Fe, had borne him no children. She 

had an Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar· . " 

Commentary: Immediate introduction of characters with an 

emphasis on their inter-relationship. Sarai is the focus at 

the beginning of the chapter, yet her connection to the 

other characters is clearly stated at the outset. She is 

the wife of Abram, has borne him no children, but she 9oes 

have an Egyptian maidservant named Hagar. 

Mi drashi m: 

a. "Sarai, Abram's wife, had borne. him no children." It is 
written, "A woman of valour who can find, for her price is far 
above rubies" (Proverbs 31: 10). What does "mi kh rah" Cher price> 
mean? R. Abba b. Kahana said: Her pregnancy, as you read 
" mikh or-otay ich," <Your origin and your nativity>, (Ezekiel 16:3). 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:1, Midrash Hadash to Gen. 16:1, and Yalkut 
Shimoni, Lec h L 'cha #78) 

Even righteous women, such as Sarah, find pregnancy 

more difficult ta attain than rubies. 

b. "H.:\d borne him no children." R. Judah said: the word "la" 
Chim) teaches that she did net bear children to Abram, but if she 
would have been married to another man, she would have borne him 
children. R. Nehemiah said: She would not have borne children 
to him nor to anyone else. How then does R. Nehemiah interpret 
"lo yaldah lo v'lah s hifhah mizreet ." (had borne him no children>? 
He interprets it to mean that she did not bear on her own account 
nor on Abram's accoLint. CBer-eshit Rabbah 45:1 and YalkLtt Shimoni, 
Lech L'cha #78> 

R. Nehemiah disregards the Masoretic punctuation wh e n 

he reads the verse. He interprets the verse as if it i s 

read: "lo yal dah lo v ' l ah" (did not bear children for 

him, she was responsible). He believes Sarai was 

responsible for them not having children. 



c. "She had an Egyptian maidservant and her name was Hagar." 
She was a handmaid, "mal Ll.9." <of plucking) whom {~br e.m was bound to 
support but might not sel 1. R. Shimon b. Lak i sh was asked: "What 
is the meaning of what we learnt: 's1-:?rvants of plucking'?" 
"What you pluck, you pluck," he answe1~ed. <Bereshit Rabbah 45:1, 
Yalkut Shimoni, Lech ~'cha #78, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:1> 

" tla l ug" is a technical term describing the portion of a 

wife's dowry which a husband enjoys the right to use, 

without responsibility for loss or deterioration. 

It is deduced that Abram's rights to Hagar are limited 

f ram the phrase: "She had an Egyptian maidservant. " ThLts 

Hagar is tied to Sarah. 

d. R. Shimon b. Yohai said: · Hag~r was the daughter of Pharaoh. 
When Pharaoh saw what was done on Sarah ' s behalf to his own house 
<Gen 12117), he took his daughter and gave her to Sarah. He 
said: "It is better that my daughter be a handmaid in that t1ouse 
than a mistr-ess in another- hoLtse." · Thus, it is written, "She 
had an Egyptian handmaid whose name was Hagar.'' <Bereshit Rabbah 
45:1) 

e. A similar passage is found in Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, 
Chapter- 26. There it reads: Because of Pharaoh's love for 
Sarah, he gave her Hagar, his daughter, elevating her from the 
status of a concubine to that cf a handmaid. Thus it is written: 
"An Egyptian handmaid." 

f. Abimelech, too, when he saw the miracles performed in his 
house on Sarah· s bc;;!hal f, he gave his daughter to her saying: "It 
is better that my daughter be a handmaid in that house than a 
mi str-ess in an<Jther house, " as it is wr- it ten, "Royal princesses 
are your favorites'' <Psalm 45:10), viz., the daughters of two 
kings [F'har-aoh and AbimelechJ. "The consor-t stands at your right 
hand, d e cked in gcild of Ophir;" this alludes to Sarai. <Bereshit 
Rabbah 45: l) 

These midrashic comments fill in Hagar ' s background 

which is not included in the Biblical text. Despite the 

fact that she is cal 1 ed a "mai dser-·vant," !::>he must be from a 

proper her-itage, fit to serve Sarai and bear Abram a son. 



1_6: 2 "And Sarai said to Abram, 'See, Adonai has kept me 

from bear·ing. Consort with my maid; perhaps I shall have a 

son through her.' And Abram hei;?ded Sarai 's request. 11 

Commentary: Sarai tells Abram the reason they have no 

children; "God has kept~ from bearing." The reader must 

ask how she knows that she is responsible. The text 

does not answer this important question. Sarai is only 

concerned with herself, as seen in the use of the 

following words written in first person: "me, " "my ma i d , " 

and "I. 11 Sarai does not menti an Abram's desi r·e for· an heir. 

It is as if their childlessness is painful to her alone! In 

Genesis 15 we read a passage in which God promises Abram a 

gr-eat r·ewar·d. Abram cr-ies out, 11 Whc.1.t can you give me, seeing 

that I continue childless." (Gen. 15:2) Remaining without 

a son was a source of great pain to Abram, which Sarai 

ignores in this verse. 

She comes up with an idea, a scheme, to satisfy her need to 

have a ct1i1 d: "Consort with my maid; perhaps I sh al 1 hc.1.ve a son 

through ~ier. " Her-e, Sar-ai does not ref er to her handmaid by name, 

perhaps it is her way of underscoring the difference between 

herself and Hagar. The Biblical writer- is making a word play 

between " ioan e h" <built up>, r:md 11 ben" <son). Sat-ai ' s self

per-ception is that she needs to be built up by having a male 

child. 

Parallels from a Nuzi text record the family law of the 

Hurr· ians, a society well known to the patri a r- c hs. In l:iqht 



of this parallel, Sarai 's plan seems less like a scheme and 

more like conformity to family law of her time. This 

docllment reads: 

If Gilimninu bears children, Shennima shall not 
take another wife. But if Gilimninu fails to 
bear children, Gilimninu shall get for Shennima a 
woman from the Lullu country, i.e., a slave girl, 
as concubine. In that case, Gilirnninu herself 
shall have authority over the offspring. 
<Speiser, Genesis, p.120) 

Two additional unusual words must be noted. S.:n-ai says 

to Abram, "M" <please) as if she is begging him to 

respond to her plea. She al so uses the word, "Ltl aj,_" 

(perhaps> when discussing the future prospect of a child 

from the uni on of Abram and Hagar. · It is now cl e.ow that 

Sarai was required to provide a concubine, but would then 

have all the legal rights to the offspring. 

Though we read that Abram heeded Sarai 's request, the 

Biblical writer does not include any discussion between 

them. Nor does he give us any insight into how Abram 

feels about her request? One would expect to read that 

Abram listens and then asks God for advice. However, the 

text is silent. 

Midrashim: 

5 

a. "And Sarai said to Abr-am, 'See, Adonai has kept me from 
bearing'." She said: I know the sour-ce of my affliction: it is 
not as people say [of a barren womanJ,'she needs a talisman, she 
needs a charm, ' but "See, Adonai has kept me from bearing. " 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:2 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha #79) 

·rhe midrash is clear, but the reader is troubled. One 

must ask: Why did God withhold children from Sarah? Again, 
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the text is silent. 

b. Whether it was she or he who was infertile, our mother Sarah 
said, "See, Adonai has kept me fr-om bearing." <Midrash Hagadol 
to Gen. l 6: 2) 

This passage is similar to the midrash listed above. 

Here, the question of Abram's or Sarai's responsibility 

for the infertility is definitively attributed to Sarah by 

her use of the word "me." 

c. Whoever abuses ones fellow is punished, and anyone, like 
Sarah, who depricates him/herself, will receive reward, for she 
said, "See, Adonai has kept me from bearing." The Hal y One 
therefore declared: "Because you considered yourself 
responsible, saying 'Adonai has kept me from bearing,· you 1 as 
you 1 i ve, I shall par ti cul ar 1 y rem~mber." And t~ie proof of God , s 
remembering? The verse read in the lesson for the day, "f~nd God 
remembered Sarah as God had said. " (Gen. 21: l > (f'esi kta Rabb at i 
42:1) 

Here, Sarai is praised for taking full re~ponsibility 

for their lack of children. These midrashim stress the 

importance of humility. Sarai is rewarded for abasing 

herself; yet it is not clear that she is solely responsible 

for the lack of children. The picture of Sarai which is 

being painted is one of a distraught, angry woman, who 

accepts her own responsibility without challenging her 

husband ' s joint culpability. It is as if she has thrown up 

her hands in despair over their infertility. This attitude 

is not surprising in light of the negative a ttitude 

to barrenness found in the following !_fl iclrc;shim. 

d. One who does not have sons is as if he is dead. 
Hadash to Gen. 16:2) 

(Midr ,:i.sh 

e. One who does not have children is as if he is destroyed. 
<Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha #79) 
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f. Read then: [A transgression performed with good intention is] 
as good as a positive precept performed with an ulterior motive, 
as it is wr·itten, "Most blessed of women be Jael, wife of Heber, 
the Kenite, Most blessed of women in tents'' (Judges 5:24). Now, 
who ar-e the "women in the tents?" Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and 
Leah are mec:~nt. <B.T. Nazir 23b and B.T. Sanhedrin l05b) 

Rashi ' s commentary to B.T. Nazir 23b is helpful in 

understanding this passage. He writes that three of these 

women gave their handmaidens to their husbands with ulterior 

motives. In Sarah's case, she was jealous of the mothering 

ability of other women. She gave Hagar to Abram, seemingly 

to enable him to have a son <a positive precept performed 

for an ulterior motive>, but her intention was to feel 

better about herself by mothering the child borne from Abram 

and Hagar. 

Similarly, In Tanna Debe Eliyyahu, Chapter(27)25, we 

find that God took the Israelites out of Egypt because of 

the deeds of the four matriarchs. Sarah is included because 

she took Hagar and brought her to Abram's couch. 

g. "Her mouth is full of wisdom" <Proverbs :31:26). 
When does this apply to Sarai? At the time that she said to 
Abram, "Consort with my maid. " < Tanhuma ha-Ni dpas ·~ t-iayyei 
Sarah #4) 

h. "A slave girl who supplants her mistress" CF'roverbs 30:23>. 
This is applied to Sarah to make known to you the strength of our 
mother Sarah who was not jealous of her handmaid. Rather, her 
intentions were for the sake of heaven. <Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 
16: 2) 

All of these midr a sh i m laud Sarai ' s decision that Abram 

should consort with her handmaid. This perspective is 

surprising in light of Sarai 's future mistreatment of Hagar. 

However, they do maintain the general positive Jewish 

attitude toward Sarah. 
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i. "Ulai" <Perhaps I shall have a snn through her> is written as 
if Sarai is uncertain if she will have a son through Hagar. 
However, with Rachel it is wr-itt:en, "v ' ibaneh" (and that through 
her I too may have children) (Gen. 30: :s) • Sc:~r ah says "p•rhaps" 
because she has no precedent that by giving Hagar- to Abram she 
will have a son. Rachel, however, is certain because she has 
Sarah as her pr·ecedent. ( Bereshi t Rabb at i to Gen. :::;;o: ::::; ) 

j. It is taught: One who does not have a chi 1 d is as though one 
was dead and demolished. 'As dead: ' "And she said to Jacob, 
'Give me c:hildr-en, or else I am dead'" <Gen. :::.>O:l). 'As though 
demolished:' "Per-haps I shall h•ve a son through her," only that 
which is demolished can be built u·p. <Bereshit Rabbah 45:2 and 
Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 1612) 

The negative attitude to childless women appear-ed 

above. Here, this view is applie.d to Sarai 's infertility; 

she needed children from Haga~ otherwise it would be as if 

she were dead and demolished. The midrash marks the 

difference between the word in the B.iblical te>:t, "ibaneh" 

<built up> and "hecharays" (demolished). Sarai is saying 

that unless she is built up by Hagar giving birth to a son, 

she will be demolished, leaving no heirs. 

k. "And Abram heeded Sarai 's reqLtest." R. Jose said: C:Abram 
listened] to the voice of the Holy Spirit, as you r-ead, 
"Therefore, listen to Adonai 's command!" <l Sam 15:1) 
<Ber-eshit Rabbah 45:2 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L ' c ha to 
Gen. 16:2) 

The editor of the Soncino edition of Midrash Rabbah 

adds that Abram listened to the voice of the Holy Spirit 

because he felt it moved Sarai to speak to him. 

1. "Abram heeded Sarai' s request." As God told him 1 ater, 
"whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says" ((Jen. 21:12). 
<Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:2) 

These midrashim answer the question raised in the 

initial comments to Gen. 16:2. According to them, Abram 

did not make up his awn mind as the plain wording of the 

Biblical text would indicate. The Rabbis believed that 



Abram heeded Sarai 's request only after consulting with God, 

a response one might typically expect from him. 

m. Gen. 16:2 does not say that Sarai was barren, rather it says, 
"Adonai has kept me from bearing." "And Abram heeded Sarai's 
request." Why did Abram listen to her [and agree to marry 
Hagar]? He wanted to check if he was infertile or if Sarai was 
infertile. !Eisenstein, ptzar Midrashim, Midrash Yelammedaynu, 
p.223, vol.l) 

n. The Holy One said: "Listen to me, no one who hear-kens to my 
words will suffer a loss." The rabbis taught: there have been 
occasions when a man listened [to his wife] and as a result 
profited. This is the case of Abraham. When do we learn this? 
It is said, "And Abram heeded Sarai 's request." 
(Oevarim Rabbah 4:5) 

Abram listened to Sarai'$ request that he should take 

Hagar and have a child with her. As a result of heeding her 

words, he profited by gaining Hagar and Ishmael. 

o. Rachel said to .Jacob, "Give me children, or I shall die" 
(Gen. 30:1). If you will not fulfill my request as your father 
Isaac did, do as your grandfather Abraham did when he listened to 
Sarah as it is said, "And Abram heeded Sarai 's request." <Aggadat 
Bereshit #52) 

According to this midrash, Abram's response to Sarai 's 

request becomes a paradigm for Rachel, another barren women. 

I interpret this passage as showing that infertility was 

viewed as the woman's problem, to which the husband may or 

may not have been very understanding. If Abraham, our 

father, could agree to his wife Sarai 's request, I believe 

all the more so, later- generations of men should heed their 

wives requests for action in regard to infertility. 

16: .3 "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 husb<u1d Abt-am as concubine." 

Commentary: Sarai continues to be the main character. 

We now see her ~ctively involved with the other characters: 

Sarai is Abram ' s wife, and Hagar's mistress. In the 

previous verse she is called Sarai; now she is referred to 

as "Sarai, Abram's wife." This shift in titles foreshadows 

the change in relationships which will occur once Abram 

cohabitates with Hagar and she conceives. 

Sarai is the focus of this verse: "So Sarai, Abram's 

wife, took her maid .•. and gave her to her husband Abram 

as concubine." Abram does not lift a finger in acquiring 

Hagar as concubine. This passivity is appropriate in light 

of the Nuzi text; Sarai was responsible for fulfilling the 

family law of their time. The story is unfolding rapidly: 

Sarai is barren; she tells Abram to.consort with her maid; 

Abram agrees; and Sarai gives Hagar to him. 

there are no superfluous details. 

In this Vf?rse, 

In Gen. 16:3 there is an unusual parenthetical clause: 

"after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years." 

Abram and Sarai have lived there for ten years without 

having any children. The Biblical writer is emphasizing 

the length of time in order to make Sarai ' s decision to give 

Hagar to Abram more understandable. She was feeling 

despar <C~te. lhe phrase also serves to put this incident in a 

historical and geographical context. 

Finally, it is important to note the use of several 
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wards, " va t itai n otah l ' Av r a m i s h a h_ l ' ishah" (and gave 

her to her husband Abra• as concubine>. The writer is 

foreshadowing the coming change in both Sarai and Hagar's 

status. Again, in view of the Nuzi document, the plain 

meaning of the phrase "l · i s h a h" is as concubine. The 

Hebrew text uses the same word for .wife and concubine. This 

word demands midrashic interpretation, especially since both 

Sarai and Hagar are referred to as "ishah" in the same 

verse. 

Midrashim: 

a. "So Sarai, Abram's wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian." 
She persuaded (took) her with words. She said to her: "How 
vmnderf Lil it is that you are to be united with so holy a man. " 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:3 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L ' ch a #79) 

Thig midrashic comment is very unusual in its positive 

depiction of Sarai and Hagar's rela~ionship. Here we see 

that Sarai is trying to convince Hagar that she is lucky 

to be given to Abram. This passage pictures Sarai as being 

sensitive to Hagar's feelings of discomfort. The writer of 

this midrash must have felt uncomfortable with Hagar's total 

passivity and wanted it to appear as if she was lucky and 

had to be persuaded by her mistress to have sex ual relations 

with Abram. Once again we must note that in the Ancient 

Near East, a handmaid would have had no control over her 

life. 

b . "Who can count the dust of Jacob; or number the stock (rova > 
of Israel? May I die the death of the upright; May my fate be 
like theirs~" <Numbers T.3:10), i.e., even the "reva," (fourth 



part> of them. Who can count the hosts that have issued from 
those women who eagerly observed the mitzvot and cherished them, 
as is proved by the te>:ts "So Sarai, Abram · !.::; wife, took her maid, 
Hagar the Egyptian" <Gen. 16: :3) • This may be i 11 ustrated by the 
case of a butcher who was about to slaughter the king's cow, when 
the king noticed it. Perceiving that the king was watching he 
threw the knife.away and began rubbing her down and filling the 
er i b for her. He began to say: ' Let me die for having come to 
slaughter her! See, I have polished her up! ' ( Bami dbar Rabb ah 
20: 19) 

In this midrash a wordplay is being made between 

"rova" <stock> and the root "rv'" <copulate>. It is 

a positive portrait of Sarai. While it might have been her 

natural instinct to respond negatively to her infertility, 

she does not do so. Rather, she thinks it is so important 

for Abram to have a son that she is . willing to give Hagar 

to him. 

c. "After Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan ten years." 
R. Ammi said in the name of Resh Lakish: What is the source of 
what we learned that if a man married a woman and spent ten years 
with her and she did not bear a child, he may not stay without 
children? This verse, "After Abram had dwelt in the land of 
Canaan ten years," proves that the time he spent outside of the 
land of Israel was not included in the reckoning. <Bereshit 
Rabbah 45:3 and P.T. Yebamot 6:6) 

These two sources explain that Abram had not divorced 

Sarai or taken another wife until after they had dwelt in 

the land of Canaan ten years. They lived together through 

many years of barrenness, more year~::; than necessary, -=-~nd h r~ 

was still with her. The r ·eason that Abram finally agree d to 

take Hagar as his concubine/wife was in response to Sarai ' s 

patience which has run out. 

d. The rabbis taught that a man is not permitted to stay with a 
woman who has not borne children after ten years. He i s not 
allm.oJed trJ bE1 e :·:empt from life's duties. He must. e :i. thi::.,r· give h1s 
~" i f e her t .e t ub ah ·i i . e. , di vo1·· c e h f:o~r- , cir- 1-:ia.r-r· y dnot her woman 1-1h o 
i s 1 i k e 1 y to bear· chi. l cir· E·n , ·~\ s ·i. t is Sc\ id: 11 i:r.iJ_L0.Y.t.,;·~- e:1 r::; e r .... ... 2.U .·~M '. l m '1 



literally (after ten years>. CSheiltot, beginninq of Toldg_t and 
M1drash Hagadol to Gen. 16:3) 

The writers of these midrashim wanted to insure that 

people bear children. As a result, they made a time limit 

on the years a ~an could spend with his wife without having 

children. In addition, we see how the rabbis sought to 

justify all new legislation by showing how it was derived 

from the Torah text. This form is called midrash halachah. 

This midrash explains the reason why Abram agreed to take 

Hagar as his wife; from a legal point of view, he had no 

choice. He must fulfill his· lega.l responsibilities to bear 

children, despite the cost. One can deduce that the writers 

of these texts were uncomfortable with Abram taking Hagar as 

his wife. 

e. "And [Sarai J gave her [Hagar J to her husband Abram as 
concubine." She gave her to him, but not to another; 
she gave her to him to be a wife, not to be a concubine! 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:3 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L ' cha #79) 

This passage emphatically notes the special 

circumstances of Sarai 's giving Hagar to Abram. Sarai gave 

Hagar only to Abram; she would not have given her to any 

other man. Midrashically this explanation can be seen 

from the words, "vatitain otah 1 'Avram ishah" (and gave 

her to her husband Abram>; Hagar was to be given only to 

Abram. 

The second midrashic comment also can be seen from 

words in the Biblical te>:ta "lo l 'ishah" (as concubine). 

While the original biblical intent of these words is as 

concubine, the text uses the word, "ishah " whicb can be ____ , 



translated as wife. This midrash states that Hagar's status 

was raised from handmaid to wife; fitting for Abram's 

partner ~nd mother of his child. The writer must have been 

uncomfortable with the idea that Abram, our father, could 

have had a concubine. In addition, while Sarai had wanted 

Abram to take Hagar, she did not expect her handmaid to be 

raised to the same status as she, bf wife. One can now 

better understand Hagar's ch~nge in attitude toward Sarah 

and Sarah's harsh treatment of Hagar. 

16:4 "And he cohabited with Hagar ~nd she conceived; and 

when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was 

lowered in her esteem." 

Commentary: Abram suddenly took an active role after 

his initial passivity= he cohabited with Hagar. The te>:t 

does not include any discussion between them. Now, however, 

the focus of our attention shifts to Hagar. The text states 

that she conceived. However, the text is sufficiently 

ambiguous: one can read it and understand that she got 

pregnant after only one act of sexual intercourse. From 

this perspective, her pregnancy is all the mcire dramatic and 

supernatural. On the other hand, one can read the verse to 

mean that she conceived over a period of time. 

Hagar is now the central, active char·acter: "she 

conceived," "she saw," "her mi stress," and ''her esteem. " 
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While the two sentences are condensed into one verse, a span 

o~ time obviously has elapsed and the story is evolving. 

l'he last phrase of the verse is of great interest. The 

reader is given a small, tempting taste of the emotion which 

must have surrounded these interactions. Once Hagar became 

pregnant, the esteem she had for her mistress was 

diminished, yet Sarai is still referred to as 'her 

mi str-ess. ' Ther-e is an ironic contrast between the phrases, 

"mistress" and "lower·ing of esteem." In addition, the 

language used in this verse is passive. We now more clearly 

see how much social standing and esteem was tied up with a 

wcman's ability to have children. Once it is verified that 

it is Sarai who can not have children, Hagar loses esteem 

for her. Finally, it is important to note that Hagar is not 

specifically referr·ed to as "handmaid" in this ver·se. Her-

relationship to Sarai is noted by the use of these words: 

"her· mi stress. " Now that Hagar has became pregnant, the 

relationship between Sarai and her is strained even further. 

I suggest the ~·mrds, "her mistress," were meant to be 

under·stood ironically. 

t1:.1 dr ash :l m ~ 

a . " He c CJ ha b i t e d ~·Ji t h Hag a r and ~;:;he ch n c e i v e d . 11 R . L. e vi , t h c: 
sen of R. Hayta, said: She became pregnant from the first [act 
o~J intercourse. R. Eleazar said: A woman never conceives from 
the first [act of] inter-course. An objection is raised, surely 
:i. t i s ~·Jr i t t en , 11 Thus t he t w a d au q ht er- s of l.. u t c:: am E' L c> be trJ :i. t h 
c ;- ild by their· father·" (!3en. 1'1:::~:6) ? Said f;.:. T,:i.nhurna: By an act 
o~ willpower they conceived from the first act of intercours~. 

R. Hanina b. Pazzi said: Thorns are neither weeded nor sown, yet 
o; their own accord they grow and spring up, wher·eas how much 
pain and toil is required before wheat can be made to grow. 



(Bereshit Rabbah 45:4? Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha ~79, and 
Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:4> 

This pass,::\qe Ltses a technique cal 1 ed "asmach.t~, 11 in 

which a scriptural text is used as a support for a rabbinic 

enactment. R. Tanhuma concludes his comment, using the 

story of Lot and his daughters as evidence that Hagar 

became pregnant after the first act of intercourse. Thus, 

they read the text quite literally: "He cohabited with 

Hagar [one ac:t of se:·: Ltal i ntercoLtr·se J, and she conceived. " 

The analogy between the amount of care needed to grow 

thorns and wheat is very clear and.clever. The author of 

this passage is trying to say that there is a significant 

difference between Sarai and Hagar. A thorn grows wild, is 

prickly, is not considered valuable or beautiful, and is not 

gathered for any use. Hagar became pregnant after the first 

act of intercourse because she is like a thorn which simply 

springs up. On the other hand, wheat, which requires much 

pain and toil, is considered valuable and necessary for 

human sustenance. Sarai was not able to conceive without 

much pain and toil, but she and her offspring were 

considered to be v~luable and necessary for the perpetuation 

of the Hebrew tribe. 

b. 11 When she saw that she had conce :i. ved, her mi stress was 

1 iS 

1 owered in her- esteem. 11 Hagar said to herself: "It must be that 
I am more worthy before Adonai than Sarai, my 
mistress. All those years that my mistress was with my 
master she did not conceive, and from one act of intercourse 
Adonai allowed me to conceive.'' <Sefer Hayashar to Gen. 16:4> 

This midrash is a wonderful explication of Hagar's 

thoughts which caused her to think less of her mistress. 
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Hagar continued to refer to Sarai as "mistress," but she 

forgot her place, and thought of herself as superior. 

Hagar's attitude is the reason for Sarai 's distress in Gen. 

16:5 and the justification for treating her so badly in Gen. 

16: 6. 

c. "Her mistress was lowered in her esteem." This was Abram's 
fifth test. <Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:4) 

Abram was being tested to see how he would handle 

Hagar ' s change in attitude toward Sarai and Sarai's 

complaining about Hagar's pregnancy and growing lack of 

respect toward her. 

d. Ladies used to come to inquire how Sarai was, and she would 
say to them: "Go and ask about the !-'.'Jel fare of this poor woman 
[Hagar J. " Hagar woLtl d tel 1 them: "My mi stress Sarai is not 
inwardly what she is outwardly: She appears to be a righteous 
woman, but she is not. For had she been a righteous woman, so 
many years would not have passed without her conceiving, whereas 
I conceived in one night! 11 Said Sarah: "Sh al 1 I pay heed to 
this woman and argue with her! No, I will argue the matter with 
her master!" <Bereshit Rabbah 45:4 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha 
#79) 

This midrash reflects the belief that the righteous are 

rewarded, while the wicked are punished. Thus, Sarai must 

not be as righteous as she appears, otherwise she would 

have been rewarded with children for her good behavior. 

This passage is the link between Gen. 16:4 and 16:5. In 

Gen. 16:4, Sarai 's response to Hagar's change in attitude 

toward her is silence, while in Gen. 16:5 her anger toward 

Hagar is directed at Abram. Sarai never directly tells 

Hagar that she feels she has insulted her. 



J 6: 5 "?~nd Sarai said to (~br· am, 'The wrong done me is your 

fault! I myself gave my maid into your bosom; now that she 

sees that she is pregnant, I am lowered in her esteem. 

Let Adonai dee i de between yoL1 and me! _. " 

Commentary: The focus shifts back to Sarai as the central 

character. She does not speak directly to Hagar nor does 

she confront Hagar about her behavior. Rather, she blames 

Abram for the wrong done her. She says, "chamasi al echa" 

<the wrong done me is your fault!> The word "chamas" is a 

strictly legal term. Speiser adds to our understanding of 

the term. He wr-ites: 

The Code of Hammurabi states explicitly that a 
slave girl who was elevated to the status of a 
concubine must not claim equality with her 
mistress <par-. 146). Sarah is thus invoking her 
legal rights, and she holds her husband 
responsible for the offense. <Genesis, p.118> 

The reader is now aware of the reason for the intensity of 

her feelings. Earlier, Sarai is the one who instigated the 

new r-elationship between Abram and Hagar as she was legally 

responsible to do. At that point, she thought that she 

might benefit <Gen. 16:2>. Now, however, she appears as a 

angry wife who had fulfilled her legal responsibilities, but 

whose plan did not tur-n out the way she intended. While 

Sarai wanted Hagar to bear Abram ' s child which she would 

raise, she did not expect her handmaid to laud it over her. 

Her desper-ate reaction can be seen in the strong language 

she used to attack Abram! vJhen she says, "Let {~donai decide 

beb..ieen you and me," she is demanding that he act. ~3he is 
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feeling resentful and jealous and we do not know what Abram 

feels. Her statement is a reaction to Abram's total 

passivity. Sarai is very unhappy with her situation, but is 

unable to do anything by herself to change it. She must 

turn to Abram as the one capable of resolving her very 

difficult problem. The next verse is Abram's response to 

her accusation. 

Midr a s him: 

a. "And Sarai said to Abram, 'The- wrong done me is your fault ! • " 
R. Yudan explained in the name of R. Judah: You wronged me with 
words! Why do you remain silent when you hear me insulted? 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:5 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L 'cha #79) 

The writer of this midrash is interpreting "ch~.~" 

<~ong>, as "chomsani" <stolan>. Sarai is complaining that 

Abram robbed her of the words he should have spoken on her 

behalf. 

b. R. Berekiah explained in the name of R. Abba: I have a 
grievance against you. Imagine two men incarcerated in prison, 
and as the king passes, one of them ct-i(;?s OLlt~ "C:~ :·:€·?cute jLlstice 
for me!" The king orders him to be released, wher-eupon his 
fell ow-prison er says to him, "I have a grievance against you, for 
had you said: ' Execute justice for us, · he would have released me 
just as he has released you. But now that you said, ' Execute 
Justice for me, · he released you but not me. Similarly, had you 
said, ' We are childless,· then as God gave you a child, so would 
God have given me a child. Since, however, you said, 'And I 
continue childless' <Gen. 15:2>, God gave you a child but not 
me' " Thi <s may al so be compared to two peop 1 e who went to bar-row 
seed from the king. One of them asked: 'Lend me seed~· and he 
ordered: 'Give it to him. · His companion s,3.id to him: 'I have a 
grievance against you. Had you asked: 'Lend us seed, he would 
have given me just as he gave you. Now, however, that you said: 
' L_end me seed, · he has given you but not me. · Si mil ar 1 y, had 
you said, ' Since You have granted us no offspring,· then as God 
gave you so God would have given me. Now, however that you said, 
'Since You have granted me no seed' <Gen. 15:3>, God gave to you 
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but not to me." <Bereshit Rabbah 45:5 and YalkLtt Shimoni, b.!"'C..!l 
b,_'.cha #'79) 

Sarai is very angry with Abram and says, "The wrong 

done me is y<::1ur fault!" This mi drash e:·:pl ai ns "the wrong," 

as Abram's selfishness. He could have said that they both 

were childless (Gen. 15:2), and then God would have also 

given Sarai a child. Since Abram did not include Sarai in 

his plea to God, she was not given a child. 

c. R. Joshua b. Nehemiah said= Women are also known for being 
scratchers. The proof is, "chamasi alecha" <the wrong done me is 
your fault~) <Bereshit Rabbah 45:5) 

This derash is derived fr.om u_si ng the geal form of the 

root, "~" which means scratch. Sarai is pictured here 

as being very active in complaining " about Hagar to Abram. 

d. R. Judah saida ls it possible that the righteous woman 
[Sarai] said to Abraham, "The wrong done me is yoLll'" fault?" No, 
rather she said to him: "I command you to pray for Hagar; I'll 
even pray with you on her behalf. You did not pray for me when 
the Holy One said to you, 'I will give all these lands to you and 
your offspring' (Gen. 26: :3) • You should have said to God: ·What 
is the sin of Sarai, my wife? When.You said to me, 'Go forth 
from yoLll-· native land' <Gen. 12:1), we went forth as one.' You 
should have also said: 'Ruler of the universe, all the mitzvot 
that I do, ~:;he participates wit1'1 me.' Finally, you shoL1ld not 
ha',e said, 'Since You have gr-anted me no offspring·· <Gen. 15:3>; 
yoc should have said, 'Since You have granted us no offspring.· 
You pr-ayed for yc1ur-sel f and yoL1 forgot about me~" 
<Midrash Hadash to Gen. 16:5) 

This is a wonderful midrash which captures the 

righteous indignation which Sarai felt over Abram's silence. 

This passage justifies her strong language; he was totally 

passive and self-absor-bed when he should have been concerned 

about both of them. 

e. R. Abin said: One who invokes the judgment of Heaven against 
ones fellow human being is punished first [for ones own sinsJ, as 
it s,::1ys, "And Sarai said to Abram, 'The wrong done me is your 
fault!'" and it is subsequently wr·itten, "and Abraham proceeded 



to mourn for Sarah and to bewail her" (Gen. 23:2). <B.T. Rosh 
Hashanah 16b, B.T. Baba Kamma 93a, Yalkut Shimoni, Le ch L 'c h a 
#79, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:5) 

This passage paints a negative portrait of Sarai 's 

outburst against Abram. As a result of her improper 

behavior, her punishment was that she had to die before 

Abram. I am surprised there are so many commentators who 

believed that an early death was the appropriate punishment 

for her. A similiar passage is also found in Bereshit 

Rabbah 45:5, but it is quoted somewhat differently. 

f. "Now that she sees that she is pregnant. 11 When Sarai saw 
that Hagar had become pregnant by Abram, she was jealous of 
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of her handmaid and she said to herself: 11 It can not be that she 
is better than me." Then she said to Abram, "The 
wr-ong done me is yoL1r fault, 11 becau?e at the ti me you prayed 
before Adonai for offspring, you sho~ld have prayed that I 
would also bear a child. When I speak to Hagar in your presence, 
she scorns my words because she is pregnant and you do not say 
anything to her. Finally, she said to him, "Let Adonai decide 
between you and me," aboL1t what you did to me." <Sefer Hayashar-, 
Lech L'cha to Gen. 16:5> 

g. Sarai said to Abram, "My judgment and my pain are in your 
hands. I left my land, my birthplace, and my father's house <Gen 
12> , and you brought me with you on faith. I came LlP with you, I 
went with you before Phar-aoh, king of Egypt, and Abimelech, king 
of the Philistines, and I said that you ar-e my brother so that 
they would not kill you. I took Hagar, the Egyptian, as my 
servant and I gave her- to you as a wife. You said to me that she 
is going to give birth. If that child that she will give birth 
to is the only means by which I will be built up, I [will suffer] 
being looked upon contemptuously by her. Therefore, let God be 
revealed and judge between me and you, and let God be filled with 
mercy upon me and you. May God make peace between me and you, 
and let the world be filled from me and you. Then, we will not 
need the son of Hagar. She is one of the peoples of the world 
who threw you into the fire of the Chaldeans. 11 (Targum Yerushalmi 
to Gen. 16: 5) 

This midrash restates Sarai ' s claim that Abr-am is 

responsible for her pain and suffering. In this passo:1qe, 

she retells the history of their years together in order to 

e mphasize that she has been a loyal and brave wife, enduring 



much travail through their wanderings. She prays that God 

will judge between them, find her meritorious, make peace 

between them, and give them children. The author is 

justifying her later mistreatment of Hagar who is unworthy. 

This perspective is seen in the sentence: "she is one of 

the peoples of the world who threw_ you into the fire of the 

Chaldeans." 

h. There are ten dotted passages in the Torah and one of them 
is, "Let Adonc.'\i decide between you and me!" This passage is 
dotted to show that she spoke to him on 1 y against Hagar. <Avot 
D'Rabbi Nathan, chapter 37, and Massechet Soferim 6:3) 

Sarai said these strong words, "Let Adonai decide 

between you and me," so that Abram would think about the 

situation. She did not literally intend God to Judge 

betl!'Jeen them. The same passage is quoted in later 

collections of midrashim, however they add a "yai sh omrim" 

(other!!! say>: that the dot refers to those who sowed 

dissension between him and her. <Sifrei Bamidbar, 

Be haalotc ha #69, Bamidbar Rabbah 3:13, Midrash Haserot 

V'yetayrot to Gen. 16:5, and Yalkut Shimoni, Le ch L ' cha to 

Gen. 16: 5) Nevertheless they do not spell out who was 

trying to cause an argument between Sarai and Abram in their 

moment of strife. One could imagine,that they were 

referring to Hagar and Ishmael. 

i. A woman "''ho says to her husband, "Let Adonai decide between 
you and me," should do so in a m<~nner of request [ e:1sk i ng L'-!od to 
decide] between them, as we found in the case of Abram and Sarai. 
<Tosefta Sotah 5:12) 

Both of the passages included above attempt to soften 

the caustic nature of Sarai 's words. She was not trying to 



accuse Abram of any wrongdoing; she was meekly asking him to 

l i stem to her. l"hese rnid,rashim stand in sharp contrast to 

earlier passages in which the writer emphasizes her anger. 

j. Rav said: A man should always be careful in the oppression 
of his wife because from her tears, he should know that he is 
about to hurt her. (Mi drash Hagadol to Gen. 16: 5) 

Abram was not aware of the pain he was causing Sarai. 

This ~idrash cautions men to be more sensitive to the 

feelings of their wives. 

k. "Veinecha" (between you) is written but, R. Hoshaya said: 
" bai ncha" <your son) is meant-, se~ing that it is already written, 
"And he cohabited with Hagar and she conceived" (Gen. 16: 4) . Why 
is it further stated, "Behold you will conceive" <Gen. 16:11)? 
This teaches that an evil eye ente~~d Hagar [after Sarai uttered 
thi$ statement], and she miscarried : R. Hanina said: If Elisha, 
the prophet, would have said to Sarai in the holy tongue, it 
would have been enough. CBereshit Rabbah 45:5 and Valkut Bhimoni, 
Lech L'cha #'79) 

This is a very harsh statement about Sarai 's character. 

Her statement to Abram, "Let Adonai decide between you and 

me," was of such power that it caused an evil eye to enter 

Hagar, causing her to miscarry. This interpretation may 

solve the textual problem in Gen. 16:11, but it is a harsh 

indictment of Sarai. 

J_9:6 "Abram ~~aid to Sarai, 'VoLtr maid is in your hands. 

Deal with her .:::~s you think right. ' Then Sarai treated her 

harshly, and she fled from her." 

Commentary: Abram speaks directly to Sarai for the first 



time in this chapter. He is responding to the depth of her 

anger and frustration. He is beginning to understand that 

Sarai feels as if she has lost control. At first she lost 

control over having chi 1 dren; God was in control <Gen. 

16:2). Now, she has lost control over Hagar's respect 

toward her as "mistress." He answers her demand for action, 

saying: "Your maid is in your hands. Deal with her as you 

think right." As a result, she now has regained control 

over Hagar because Abram has put Hagar in her hands. 

Note, in this regard, that Speise~ writes the following: 

"Although Abraham told Sarah to do to Hagar as she 
pleased, Sarah stops short of expelling her slave. 
j-iamm_\drabi Law 146 would fbrbid it in these 
circumstances, as does Deuteronomy <21:14). But 
there is nothing in either source <the meaning of 
the key verb in Deuteronomy is 'to pledge for 
debts,' not ' to treat brutally') to discourage 
intolerable abuse, which eventually drove Hagar 
to flight. " <Gen esis , page 121> 

Abram says, "Deal with her as .you think right." He 

could have simply told her: 'Deal with her as you want.' 

He was hinting to Sarai that she treat Hagar nicely, as 

seen in the word, "tov" <right>. Yet, Abram did not show 

much concern for Hagar, his concubine, or their child which 

she was carrying. One is very surprised by Abram ' s 

passivity; did he not know that Sarai was very upset and, 

as a result, would treat Hagar harshly? Why was he not 

worried about Hagar's pregnancy? She was carrying their 

child! 

The Biblical text does not include any discussion 

between Sarai and Hagar. It simply states: "Sarc1i treated 
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her har-shly, and she ran away fr-om her-." Hagar is r-efer-red 

to only indir-ectly as "your maid," and by the use of 

pronouns. Through the use of this literary technique, 

the author is underscoring Hagar's menial status; she has 

no control over her destiny. 

Midrashim: 

a. "Abram said to Sar-ai, 'Your maid is in your hands. · 11 

He said: 11 I do not care at al 1 what happens ta her [Hagar J. It 
is written, 'Since you had your will of her, you must not enslave 
her' CDeut. 21:14>; after we vexed her, can we now enslave her 
again?'' CBereshit Rabbah 45:6 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha #79> 

Abram refuses to take any action to solve the problem 

between Sarai and Hagar. He does npt care to help Hagar 

because she insulted Sarai, yet he is unwilling to do Hagar 

any harm because she is his wife. 

b. The text [Gen. 16:6] tells of Abraham our father's merit. 
His soul is humble and he did not react terribly. 
Rather, he told Sarai, "Deal with her as you think right." 
CMidrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:6) 

Abram could have reacted to Sarai 's distr-ess by 

becoming defensive. However, he did not respond in this 

manner. Rather, he answered her request for his permission 

and, as a result, he is praised. One questions this 

interpretation of the Biblical text since he does not appear 

to be acting in a pr-aiseworthy manner. How can we consider 

his acquiescence to be a model of conduct? 

c. He said: "I do not care at all what happens to her. It is 
written, 'Then Sarai treated her harshly, and she ran away from 
her.' While it is written, 'He shall not have the rig~1t to sell 
her to outsiders, si nee he broke faith with her· CE:< odLts 21: 8) ; 
after we have made her- a wife, shall we make her a handmaid 
again? I do not care for the better or the worse what happens to 
her; hence it is wr-itten, 'Then Sarai tr-eated her- harshly, and 
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sher-an away from her.'" R. Abba said: She [Sarai] restr-ained 
her from cohabitation. R. Berechiah said: She slapped her face 
with a slipper. R. Berechiah said in R. Abba ' s name: She made 
her carry her water buckets and bath towels to the baths. 
(Bereshit Rabbah 45:6 and Yalkut Shimoni, Le ch L' c h a #79) 

This midrash explicates the outcome of Abram's 

passivity; Hagar is mistreated and runs away from her 

(Sarai]. The text says that she only ran away from Sarai, 

yet given their joint mistreatment ·of Hagar, one would 

expect her to run away from them both. While Abram and 

Sarai's treatment of Hagar might have been within the 

letter of the law, were they in conformity with its spirit? 

One seems to overtly mistreat her, while the other causes 

her to suffer through his negligenc~. 

Several rabbis attempt to deduce how Sarai mistreated 

Hagar. Each of the three answers portrays Sarai as a 

petty, jealous, angry woman who is very threatened by Hagar. 

Their relationship has reached rock bottom. 

16:7 "An angel of Adonai found her- by a spr-ing of water in 

the wilderness, the spring on the road to Shur." 

Commentary: The focus of characters has shifted from Sarai 

to Hagar. She has not yet spoken a word; the r-eader- only 

knows that, in reaction to being mistreated, she ran away 

from Sar-ai. 

The Biblical writer is describing the spot at which the 

angel of Adonai found her. He includes this seemingly 



superflous detail in order to orient his listener/reader. 

He uses the motif of a spring, water, as a foreshadowing of 

the incident in which Hagar and Ishmael are expelled into 

the desert and their water runs out (Gen. 21:15). Water is 

a well known symbol; it signifies both life and death. The 

spring is later identified in Gen. 16:14 as the well which 

was called Beer-lahai-roi. 

Midrashim: 

a. R. Shimon wept and said: "The handmaid of my ancestor's 
house was found worthy of meeting ~n angel twice, and I am not 
worthy even to meet him once." <B.T. Meilah 17b) 

This rabbinic comment refers t9 two Biblical episodes 

in which Hagar met an angel: Gen. 16:7 and Gen. 21:17. 

This midrash portrays Hagar in a very positive light. 
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b. "An <:1ngel of Adonai found her. " This verse comes to teach 
that all good thought9 [and all good deed5J that come to a person 
are brought by an angel. <Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:7) 

This exegesis is unusual because it can be 

understood to mean that Hagar was worthy of the concern 

of an angel of Adonai. Generally, the midr a sh i m are not 

sympathetic to Hagar and her plight. 

16:8 "And [the angelJ said, ' Hagar, slave of Sarai, where 

have you come from, and where are you going?' And she said, 

' I am running away from my mi stress Sarai. ' " 

Cammentar-y: The Biblical author continually emphasizes 
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Hagar's lowly status; she is Sarai's slave. Even now that 

she is pregnant with Abram's child, she remains Sarai 's 

pr-oper-ty. Hagar responds to the angel's question and refers 

to Sarai as 'her mistress. ' She is unable to disavow their 

prior relationship. 

The angel asks her, ttWhere have you come from, and 

where are you going?'' These seem'to be peculiar questions 

coming from an angel of Adonai; doesn't the angel already 

know the answer? This conversation needs to be understood 

as a literary device which opens up the discussion between 

Hagar and the angel of God. The question really is: 'what 

has happened to you?' At this poin~, Hagar does not know 

with whom she is talking. Additionally, Hagar does not 

answer the angel's second question, "and where are you 

going?" 

Midrashim: 

a. "Where have you come from. " "Oh, you came f ram there ( z eh) . 
In the future twelve princes will come forth from you, as seen by 
the Ltse of gematr i a of the word "zeh" (this>, which equals 
twelve. <Bereshit Rabbati, Lech L'ch~, page 72) 

b. "And where are you going?" "You ar-e walking to a pl ace 
of mourning." <Bereshit Rabbati, Lech L ' cha, page 72) 

This midrash is important because it notes the question 

of the angel which Hagar never answered. It imp 1 i es that 

she had been walking in the desert aimlessly, toward her 

death, until the angel came upon the scene. 

c. The well which was called Beer·-lahai-roi <Gen. 16:14> 
appeared to Hagar at two times. One time it appeared when the 
angel found her, for if she would have moved from there, she 
would have died, as it is written, "and where <~oa> are you 



going'::"" As it is said, "I have not eaten o·f it while in mourning 
Cb'oni)" <Deut. 26:14>. rnereshit Rabbati, Lech _L'cha, page 7·u 

The angel was able to find her because she was at the 

well, a familiar meeting spot. Water signifies life, 

which the angel· brings to her. She had not eaten 

because it was as if she were in mourning after being 

mistreated by Sarai. 

d. "And [the angelJ said, Hagar, slave of Sarai." So goes the 
proverb: "If one person tel 1 s you that yoLl have ass's ears, do 
not believe this one; if two tell it to you, order a halter." 
Thus, Abraham said [firstly], "Your maid is in your hands" (Gen. 
16:6); the angel said [secondly], "Hagar, slave of Sarai." 
Hence, [she responded J, "And she ·said, ' I am running away f ram my 
mistress Sarai.' " <Bereshit Rabbah 45:7 and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech 
L'cha #79) 

This passage notes the repeated emphasis upon Hagar's 

status vis-a'-vis Sarai. In spite of her heightened status, 

from slave to Abram's wife to mother of his child, Hagar 

recognizes Sarai as her mistress. The writer of this 

passage wanted to insure that readers knew that there was 

an intrinsict difference between the two of them, 

which even Hagar could not put aside. Sinc:e both Abram 

and the angel referred to her as slave, she called Sarai, 

" gev ir-te" <my mistress>, for she began to believe this 

herself. The midrash reflects the belief that once we take 

or the qualities others ascribe to us, it becomes their 

fault! 

e. 11 And she said, 'I am rLtnning away from my mistress Sarai ..... 
Sarai is called Hagar's mistress because she came down very hard 
on Hagar. Another reason: Sarai is refer-red to as Hagar's 
mistress because she continues to be responsible for Hagar. 
Sa~ai tried to help Hagar, but she was not able to change Hagar-, 
who was known for her lewdness and idolatry. The proof text is, 
"E-ecause of your filthy lewdness, because I have purged ye>u and 
you were not purged, you shall not be purged from your filthiness 



any more, 
24: 1 :3) • 

till I have satisfied My fury upon you" 
<Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:8) 

<Ezekiel 

There are several possible interpretations listed above 

concerning Sarai 's relationship with Hagar. One perspective 

concludes that Sarai acted appropriately toward Hagar, 

seeing Hagar as an idolater, undeserving of being pregnant 

with Abram's child. The other perspective views Hagar as 

being mistreated by Sarai. 

16: 9 "And the angel of Adonc:ri said to her, ·Go back to your 

mi stress, and submit to her harsh tr-eatment. ·" 

Commentary: This verse is the beginning of an ongoing 

discussion between the angel of Adonai and Hagar. The 

following two ver-ses also begin in this same way: "And the 

angel of Adonai said to her." It i4 important to note that 

the author specifically tells the reader whence the angel 

comes; the angel is "of Adonai. " 

The angel of Adonai commands her to return to her 

mistress and also to submit to her har-sh tr-eatment. 

The writer uses the following two verbal command for-ms: 

" s huv i " (go back>, and "hit'ani " <submit). The angel does 

not give any explanation to Hagar why she should follow 

these commands. Yet, God seems sympathetic to her- plight as 

seen in the angel's description of her treatment as being 

harsh. And later- does the reader find the following 

promise ta Hagar: "I will greatly increase your offspring 

.::.o 
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and they shal 1 be too many to count" (Gen. 16: 10). One 

deduces that this reward is conditional on her return to 

Sarai. 

Finally, the angel commands her- to "return to your 

mistress," rather than to go bac:k to Abram. Clearly, the 

author is familiar with the family law of that time; Hagar 

repor-ts to Sar-ai, not to Abram. 

Midrashim: 

a. "And the angel of Adonai said to her-, 'Go back to your-
mi stress. " "And the angel of Adoriai said to her, ' I wi 11 greatly 
increase your offspring'' <Gen. 16:10). How many angels visited 
her? R. Hama b. R. Hanina said: "Five, for each time "speech" 
is mentioned it refers to an angel." The rabbis said: "Four, 
this being the number of times the word "angel" occurs." R. 
Hiyya observed: "Come and see how great is the difference 
between the earlier generations and the later ones! What did 
Manoach say to his wife? 'We shall surely die, because we have 
seen God' (Judges 13:22); actually they had seen an angel. Yet 
Hagar, a bondmaid, sees five angels and is not afraid of them!" 
R. Aha said: "The fingernail of the fathers rather than the 
stomach of the sons!" R. Isaac quo:ted: "'She over-sees the 
activities of her household' <Proverbs 31:27>; Abraham's 
household wer·e seer-s, so she (Hagar J was accL1stomed to them." 
<Bereshit Rabbah 45:7, Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L ' cha #79, and 
Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:9) 

The differ-ent tradents are each explicating the number 

of angels which Hagar saw. On the peshat <plain meaning> 

1 evel, the phrase 1 "And an angel of Adonai said to her," is 

simply repeated several times. For the writers of midrash, 

however, since the phrase occurs more than once, it calls for 

e:-:plication. Thus, it must mean that the text refers to 

different angels. 

I see this passage as a very positive rabbinic 

portrail of Hagar. The Rabbis conclude that she deserves 



great merit even thot.1gh she is cal 1 ed "bondmai d." As a 

reward for her trials and tribulations, she merits 

encountering many angels. 

16: l O "And the angel of Adonai said to her-, 'I wi 11 greatly 

increase your offspring, and they shall be too many to 

count. '" 

Commentary: As noted in the commentary to Gen. 16:9, these 

two verses are tightly linked. In Gen. 16:9 we read of the 

angel's order, while in Gen. 16:10 we are told the reward 

for her following the angel's command. Speiser theorizes 

about the author's purpose of including this verse in this 

chapter: 

It is time to account for the place of the 
Ishmaelites in the scheme of things, the role of 
the Bedouin who are always in evidence on the 
border between the desert and the sown, a group 
as defiant and uncontrollable as the young woman 
from whom the narrative derives them. <Genesis, 
page 121 > 

While 1 do not accept Speiser's analysis of Hagar, I do 

agree with his understanding of the purpose of these verses. 

16: 11 "The angel of Adonai said to her f ur-ther, 'Behal d, 

you are with child and shall bear a son; You shall call him 

Ishmael, for Adonai has paid heed to your suffering.'" 



Commentary: The angel's comments to Hagar are prophetic. 

First, though the angel tells her that she is pregnant which 

she already knows, it is the second part of the phrase which 

is prophetic: "and [youJ shall bear a son." Now that Hagar 

knows she is carrying a male child, the angel tells her the 

name of her unborn son, "Ishmael," with its aetiology, "for 

Adonai has paid heed to your suffering." There is a 

wordplay between the root in the name Ishmael, "?hm' and 

the root oft.he verb "shm'" <has paid head>. 

I understand these words as describing a significant 

improvement in her situation: the angel has come to save 

her-! This act shows God's tremendous concern for her and 

her son who will give birth to great nations as opposed to 

Abram ' s lack of concern. 

Midrashim: 

a. "The angel of Adonai said to her further, 'Behal d, you are 
with child and shall bear a son;'" This phrase teaches 
that because of all [Hagar's] suffering, she had a miscarriage. 
Thus, the angel came and told her that she would have a son. 
(Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 16:11) 

This midrash is drawn from the form of this verb, 

" vayol a dt" <and shall bear a son>. The verbal form is in 

the past tense; Hagar had been pregnant but miscarried. So, 

the angel came to tell her that she would become pregnant 

and bear another son. 

b. Four [children] were named before they were born and they 
include: Isaac, Ishmael, Josiah, and Soloman. The proof for 
Ishmael is the verse, "You shall call him Ishmc:\el." (F'.T. 
Berachot 1:6 (llb> and Yalkut Shimani, Le c h L ' c h a #79) 

c. "You shall call him Ishmael." Why is he called Ishmael? 



It is because in the future the Holy One will hear the cry of the 
captive. <Midrash Hadash to Gen. 16:11) 

This passage is a wonderful link between Gen. 16 and 

Gen. 21. The midrash is referring to the future time when 

God will hear the cry of Hagar and Ishmael in the desert. 

16: 13 "And she cal 1 ed (~donai 1i-1ho spoke to her, 'You are 

El-roi, ·by which she meant, 'Have I not gone on seeing 

after- God saw me! ·" 

Commentar-y: In the commentary to Gen. 16:8, I noted that 

Hagar never asks with whom she is s~eaking. Only the reader 

is told that she is talking with "mal a.ch Adonai" (an angel 

of Adonai >. In this verse, it is written that she called 

Adonai who spoke to her, ' You are El -roi," instead of 

"ma.la.c h Adonai." The writer is vague regarding with whom 

exactly Ha.gar spoke. 

Hagar says, "Have I not gone on seeing after God saw 

me'" She is profoundly moved by her encounter with God. 

She realizes how special it was to have been seen by God. 

Adonai took note of her suffering and after this 

encounter with God, she was able to see the well which saved 

their lives. 

Midrashim: 

a. "And she cal 1 ed Adonai who spoke to her," R. Judah b. R. 
Simon and R. Johannan in the name of R. Eliezer b. R. Simon said: 
"The Holy One never condescended to conver-se with a i.-mman save 



with that righteous woman [SarahJ, and thdt too was because of a 
particular cause. R. Abba b. Kahana said in R. Birya's name: 
"And what a roundabout way God took in order to speak with her, 
as it is written, 'And God said, 'Nay, but you did laugh' (Gen. 
18:15). But it is written, 'And she called Adanai who spoke to 
her'? R. JoshL1a b. R. Nehemiah answered in R. Idi 's name: ··That 
was through an ~ngel.' R. Leazar said in the name of R. Jose b. 
Zimra: 'fhat was through the medium of Shem.'" <Bereshit Rabbah 
45:13 and 48:20, and Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L'cha #80) 

The question posed in this ~ is: 'With whom 

did Hagar speak?' It contains the varied opinions of many 

rabbis and concludes that God spoke indirectly to Hagar 

through an angel. God did not talk directly to Hagar 

because Adonai only spoke directlY. to Sarai, ~tiat righteous 

woman. We must conclude that these rabbis did not consider 

Hagar as righteous a woman as Sarai. For several of the 

rabbis, it was even difficult to imagine God speaking with 

any woman! 

b. "You are El - roi," R. Ai bu el·:plained: "You see the 
sufferings of the persecuted.'' <Bereshit Rabbah 45:13 and Yalkut 
Shimoni, Lech L'cha #80> 

This miQ.rash further explicates the aetiology of 

Ishmael 's name; "God has paid heed to your suffering. " 

As noted in the commentary to Gen. 16:11 1 I question 

the extent to which God lessened Hagar's suffering. 

c. "Have I not gone on seei n<J after God saw me~ " She [Hagar J 
said: "I have been granted not only speech [ ~..,i th an angel J, but 
even with royalty, tao, as you read, 'That You have brought me 
thus far?' <2 Sam. 7:18> I was favoured [to see the angel] not 
only when I was with my mistress, but even now that I am alone." 
R. Samuel said: "This may be compared to a noble lady whom the 
king ordered to walk before him. She did so leaning on her maid 
and pressing her face against her. Thus, her maid saw lthe 
kingJ, while she did not see him." <Bereshit Rabbah 45:13 and 
Yalkut Shimoni, Lech L ' cha #80> 

This passage contains a view contrary to the first 

midrash to Gen. 16:13. lhere, the rabbis believed that God 
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midrash to Gen. 16:13. There, the rabbis believed that God 

did not speak to Hagar, while here Hagar not only was 

granted speech with an angel, but she saw God. I believe 

this midrash is an important link in the evolving picture of 

Hagar. She was viewed by the Rabbis as being more than an 

angry, disrespectful maid5ervant. She was seen in very 

positive, as well as negative terms. This midrash 

stresses that Hagar was able to see God, as it said: 

"Have I not gona on seeing after God saw me!", while Sarai 

never saw God. 

16:14 "Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai - roi; it is 

between ~~adesh and Bered." 

Commentary: The story of the angel and Hagar at the well is 

the second aetiology in this chapter. It helps explain the 

reason the well has its name. In addition, geographical 

information is given which helps orient the reader. 

Finally, the well is important because Isaac seems to settle 

there later <Gen. 25: 11). 

Midrashim: 

a. "Beer-lahai-r-oi." The well is so named because it helped 
sustain life. It appeared to Hagar two times; if it would not 
have, she would have died. (Bereshit Rabbati, Lech L'cha to Gen. 
16: 14) 

This idea appeared earlier in a midrash to Gen. 16:8. 



16:15 "And Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram gave the 

son that Hagar bore him the name Ishmael." 

Commentarya This verse abruptly shifts from the 

interaction between the angel and Hagar to a declaration 

that Hagar bore a son to Abram. The angel had commanded her 

to return to Sarai, yet there is no discussion of Hagar's 

return to Sarai and Abram's camp. · How did Sarai respond 

upon Hagar's arrival? How did Hagar feel? I read the lack 

of details about Hagar's return as her unhappy acceptance of 

a relationship with Sarai over which she had no control. 

Her choices were straightforward: she could either die in 

the desert and kill their child, or return to the camp and 

accept whatever life there would bring. 

Only in this verse at the conclusion of the chapter is 

Hagar finally referred to only as "Hagar." The te:<t does 

not include any other terms which it previously used 

to identify her, such as Sarai 's maidservant and Abram's 

concubine. Now, she is her own person, but this only occurs 

after she bears her son to Abram. Next, the text declares 

that she bore a son to Abram and he named him Ishmael, as 

the reader had been told earlier. I understand the lack of 

details about their reunion as emphasizing the new path her 

relationship with Abram was taking. The paucity of 

superfluous details in the verse underscores Abram's love 
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for her which had developed during her absence, and which 

flowered upon her return as they waited together for the 

birth of their son Ishmael. 

Midrashim: 

a. "And Abram gave the son that Hagar bore him the name 
Ishmael. " Abraham knew the name of the son, Ishmael , throLtgh 
the means of the holy spirit, just' as the angel told Hagar. 
Thus, in terms of [involvement with namingJ, Hagar was not 
needed. (Bereshit Rabbati, Lech L'cha to Gen. 16:14) 

The view expressed in the midrash li3ted above is not 

surprising, for it expresses a negative attitude toward the 

importance of the woman's involvement in major events, such 

as naming a child. 

16:16 "Abram was eighty-sb: years old when Hagar bore 

Ishmael to Abram." 

Commentary: The chapter concludes with Abram having been 

re-established as the main character. It emphasizes that 

Hagar's role [and that of women in general) was to give 

birth to children, especially sons for their husbands or 

masters. Here the Biblical text provides a clear answer to 

the question of Hagar's status after bearing Abram the son 

he had long awaited. The reader, however, must wait until 

Genesis 21 for further explication of the relationship 

between Sarai and Hagar. 
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PART ONE: SECTION B 

~ENESIS CHAPTER 21 
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Introduction 

In the intervening chapters since Genesis 16, several 

important events have occurred in the lives of Abram and 

Sarai. El Shaddai has appeared to Abram and made a 

covenant with him and his offspring, promising, 

be the father of a rnLll ti tLlde of na:t i ans" <Gen. 

"You shall 

17:4). As a 

sign of this mutual contract, their names have been changed1 

Abram to Abraham (Gen. 17:5), and Sarai to Sarah <Gen. 

17:15). 

God made the following promise in changing Sarai 's 

name, "I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son 

by her. I will bless her so that she shall give rise to 

nations; rulers of peoples shall issue from her'' (Gen. 

17:16). Abraham's response to this news was to laugh <Gen. 

17.17>, which is the second aetiology of the name 

"Yitzhak," meaning l.aughter. God cbntinues saying, 

"Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you 

shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain My covenant with 

him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come" 

( Gen • 1 7 : l 9 ) • Not only is Abraham told that Sarah will give 

birth to a son, bL1t God tells him the name of his son; 

important pieces of information for the upcoming events. 

In chapter 17, Ishmael is mentioned while Hagar is not 

included. Abraham responds to the news of the upcoming 

birth of a son by Sarah, saying, "Oh that Ishmael might live 

by your favor" <Gen. 17:18), which shows his concern for hi~ 

son. God says, "As for Ishmael , I have heeded you. I 
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hereby bless him; 1 will make him fertile and exceedingly 

numerous. He shall be the father of twelve chieftains, and 

I will make of him a great nation. But My covenant I will 

maintain with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this 

season next year'' <Gen. 17:20). This Biblical text does not 

include Abraham's reaction to this statement. Its purpose 

is to authoritatively declare the position of Sarah's son 

Isaac as heir. Hagar's son Ishmael will not inherit 

Abraham's wealth, nor will he be . considered part of 

Abraham's everlasting covenarit with God. 

An additional sign of the covenant was circumcision for 

Abraham and every male in his household <Gen. 17:10). Thus, 

Abraham circumcises his son Ishmael who was thirteen at this 

ti me <Gen • l 7 : 25 > • 

In chapter 18, Abraham and Sarah were visited by three 

men. One said, "I will retLtrn to )lou when life is due, 

and your wife Sarah shal 1 have a son" <Gen. 18: 10). Sarah 

was listening at the entrance of the tent and laughed to 

herself, "Now that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment 

with my husband so old" <Gen 18:12>. 

"Why did Sarah laugh, saying, 'Shall 

God asked Abraham, 

I in truth bear a 

child, old as I am?' Is anything too wondrous for Adonai? 

I will return to you at the time that life is due, and Sarah 

shall have a son" <Gen. 18= 13). This incident is the third 

aetiology of Isaac's name. The reader is now prepared for 

the birth of Isaac in Genesis 21, which is understood 

as a miracle, because of the their advanced ages. 
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21: l "Adonai took note of Sarah as God had promised, and 

Adonai did for Sarah as God had spoken." 

Commentary: The first eight verse? in the chapter contain 

details about the conception and birth of Isaac. This fir-st 

verse as translated into English seems to be clumsy. The 

original Hebrew is clearly understood; it is parallel 

language to emphasize the mir~culous nature of Sarah's 

conception. The first verb, "pakad" (took note>, is 

s y nonymous with the first verb in the second phrase, 

" a y a'eis " <did>. The second ver-b, "~" <promised), is 

parallel with the second verb in the second phr-ase, 

"debar-" (spoken> • The phrases "as God had promised" and 

"as God had spoken" emphasize God's·~Ltlfillment of a 

promise made to Sarah in Genesis 17:16 and Genesis 18:10. 

Midrashim: 

a.. "Adonai took note of Sarah as God had promised. 11 It is thus 
that Scripture writes, "then shall all the trees of the field 
know that it is I, Adonai, who has abased the lofty tree and 
e x alted the lowly tree, who has dried up the green tree and made 
the withered tree bud. I, Adonai, have spoken, and I wi 11 act ;o 

<Ezekiel 17:24>. R. Judan said: "Not like those who speak but 
do not perform." R. Bereki ah commented: ·I, Adonai, ha ve 
spoken:' when did God speak it? 'I will return to you when life 
is due' (Gen. 18:10). 'and I will act,' thus it is written, 
'Adonai took note of Sarah as God had promised. '" ( Ber-esh it 
Rabbah 53: 1 > 

This midrash uses the verse from Ezekiel to prove 

that when God makes a promise, God fulfills it. Thus, si nee 



in Gen. 18:10 God promises Sarah she wjll have a son, now in 

Gen. 21:1 God has come to carry it out. 

b. "Can mortals be acquitted by God? Can a person be cl eared by 
one ' s Maker" (Job 4:17>? Is it possible for ""mortal to be more 
righteous than one's Creator? It is said, "Can a person be 
cleared by one '· s Maker'' (Job 4:17)? Now what did Elisha say to 
the Shunammi te: " At this season ne>:t year, you wi 11 be embracing 
a son" (2 Kings 4:16). The Shunammite replied, "Please, my lord, 
man of God, do not delude your maidservant'' <2 Kings 4:17). 
Likewise, the angels who gave the good tidings to Sarah said to 
her, "I will r-eturn to you when life is due" <Gen. 18:10). Those 
angels knowing that they 1 i ve for ever could say, "I wi 11 r ·etur-n 
to you when life is due" (Gen. 18:10>. He [Abraham] replied: 
'But I am mortal, here today and dead tomorrow; who knows whether 
I will be alive or dead Eby then].· In regard to [the first 
passage J, it is writ ten, "At this season ne:·: t year, you w:i 11 be 
embracing a son" (2 Kings 4:16). Now what is written further? 
"The woman conceived and bore a si;m at the same season the 
following year'' (2 Kings 4:17). Now if the words of a mere mortal 
were fulfilled, how much more so those of the Holy One, as it is 
said, "And Adonai took note of Sar-ah as God had promised" <Gen. 
21: 1). <Bereshi t Rabbah 53: 2) ·· 

This passage uses the incident in 2 ' 1ngs of a mortal 

emissary of God promising the birth of a son to show 

that the prediction in Gen. 18:10 will surely culminate in 

the birth of Isaac in Gen. 21. Th~ ·idea is similar to that 

of the midrash listed above. 

c. "ThoL1gh the fig tree does not bud" (Hab. 3:1'7> alludes to 
Abraham, as in the verse, "Your fathers seemed to Me like the 
fir-st fig to ripen on a fig tt-ee" (Hosea 9:10). "And no yii:::•ld is 
on the vine" (Hab. 3: 1'7) alludes to Sarah, as yoL1 read, "Your· 
wife shall be like a fruitful vine within your house'' CPs. 
128:3>. "Though the olive crop has "techash" (failed)" <Hab. 
3:17> refers to the faces of the men who gave good tidings to 
Sarah which shone like an olive. Were they 11 ki::l ~J.:iashee1m" <lying> ? 
l\jo, but "tht? fields produce no gr·ain" <Hab • . ::;: 17>, whict1 means 
" though sheep have vanished from the fold" <Hab. ~::;: 17>. Tt1is has 
the same connotation as in the verse, "For you, My flock, flock 
that I tend, are people; and I, your Shepherd, am your God
declares Adonai God" CEz. :34:21). Additionally it is written, 
"and no cattle are in the pen" CHab. 3: 17> which has the same 
meaning as in this verse, "Ephraim became a trai.ned heifer, but 
preferred to thresh'' (Hos. 10:11>. Subsequently, however, Sarah 
exclaimed: " "What~ Am :C to lose faith in my Creator! H€,?aven 
forbid! I will not lose faith in my Creator, "Yet will I rejoice 
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in Adonai , e>: ult in the God who deli ver-s Me" 
Holy One said to her: "Si nee you did not lose 
will not give you cause to lose faith." Thus, 
"Adonai took note of Sarah. " CBeresh it Rabbah 
Rabbati 42:5) 

<Hab. 3=18). The 
your faith, I, too, 
i t i s written , 
53:3 and Pesikta 

This mi d r ash is a wonderful example of the rabbinic 

style of linking disparate verses together to prove an idea. 

Here, the verses from the prophet Habakkuk prove that just 

as Israel has suffered in the past, did not lose faith, and 

was rewarded, so, too, Sarah suffered, did not lose her faith, 

and was rewarded with a son for maintaining her faith. 

d. "Adonai took note of Sarah." R. Aha said: ' The Holy One is a 
trustee: Amalek deposited with God bundles of thorns 
[wrong-doingsJ, therefore God returned to him bundles of thorns 
[punishments], as it says, 'I am exacting the penalty for what 
Amal ek did to Israel · < 1 Sam. 15: 2> •. Sarah deposited with God a 
store of pious acts and good deeds; therefore Adonai returned her 
[the reward for] these, as it says, "Adonai took note of Sarah." 
<Bereshit Rabbah 53:5) 

The commentators were puzzled by the interpretation of 

"pakad" as <remember>. This would imply that God remembers 

as though God could forget, or that·God visited, as though 

God had a body. As a result of these theological problems, 

they interpreted "pakad" as "p i k c.~ don" (deposit). Sarah 

deposited rightous actions with God, and was rewarded with 

the birth of a son. 

e. "Adonai took note of Sarah." R. Aha said in the name of R. 
Simeon ben Laki sh: "The Holy One said to Israel: ' (~s tru$tee, I 
act honorably: whatever a man deposits with Me, I return to 
him. · With what kind of action may God's be compared ? With the 
action of one who is a trustee, one with whom people leave things 
in deposit. One person comes and deposits gold coins; another 
comes and deposits thorns. Then they come to get them back . To 
one who deposits money, the trustee returns money; to one who 
deposits thorns, the trustee gives back thorns. So the Holy One 
said: 'I act as trustee. Whatever a person deposits with Me, I 
return to him.' Thus, it was with Abraham. You find that he 
deposited souls with the Holy One, as is written, ' Abram tock his 
wife Sarai and his brother ' s son Lot, and all the wealth that 



they had amassed, and the persons that they had ac4uired in 
Haran· (Gen. 12:5). But did Abraham m~ke souls? R. Eleazar ben 
Pedat replied in the name of R. Jose ben Zimra: 'If all the 
inhabitants of the world should undertake to create a single 
gnat, they woLll d be unable to do so, therefore how c:an you speak 
of 'the persons they had acquired in Haran?' Is it conceivable 
that Abraham and Sarah created souls? If not, then what is meant 
by "the persons that they had acquired?' What is meant is that 
Abraham converted men to faith in the one God, and Sarah 
converted women. 'By the acquiring of persons · is meant the act 
of conversion as referred to in the verse, "And then I saw 
scoundrels coming from the Holy Site and being brought to burial, 
while such as had acted righteously were forgotten in the city" 
<Eccles. 8:10). It was by their conversion of men and women that 
Abraham and Sarah are said to have created souls; they brought 
them in under the wings of the Divine Presence. Thereupon the 
Holy One said: "As you live, you deposited souls with Me; I will 
reqL1ite your trust in ldnd: "Adonai took note of Sarah as God 
had promised, and Adonai did for Sarah as God had spoken. Sarah 
conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his old age" <Gen. 21:1-
2>. CPesikta Rabbati 43:6> 

This passage is a later parallel to the one included 

in Bereshit Rabbah. It has further developed the 

interpretation of "pakad" as <deposit>. In Gen. 12:5 both 

Abram and Sarai 's names are included, while Gen. 21:1 

emphasizes God remembering Sarah. The rabbis connect these 

two verses: as a reward for the people they converted in 

Haran, now Abraham and Sarah are requited in kind with the 

long hoped for child. 

·f. R. Isaac said: "It is written, 'But if the woman has not 
defiled herself and is pure, she shall be unharmed and able to 
retain seed' <Numbers 5:28). This is the one [Sarah] who entered 
the houses of Pharaoh and Abimelech and yet emerged undefiled; 
surely it ~<Jas but right that she should be remembered. " R. J u el ah 
b. R. Simon said: 'Although R. Hunan said that there is an angel 
appointed over desire, Sarah had no need for such. Rather, God 
in God ' s glory [made her conceiveJ; thus, 'Adonai took note of 
Sarah. ' " <Ben?.shit Rabbah 53:6) 

This midras~ contains the same idea as the one listed 

above; Sarah conceived because of her merit. In this 

passage, the merit attributed to her was as a result of her 
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actions in the incidents with Pharaoh and Abimelech. 

g. "On New Year's Day Sar·ah, Rachel and Hann.:.-\h were visited." 
How do we know this? R. Eliezer said: "L.Je learn it from the two 
occ1.trence:~f:; of these wor-c.1s: 'visiting ' and 'r-emember- i ng. ' It is 
wr-i t ten concer-n i ng Rachel , "Now God remembered Rachel" (Gen. 
30: 22) • It is wr-i t ten concer-ni ng Hannah, "and Adonai remembered 
her" Cl Sam. 1:19). Ther-e is an analogous mEmtion of "zecher" 
<remembering> in connection with New Year ' s Day, as it is 
written, "In the seventh month, on the first day of the month, 
you shall observe complete rest, a sacred occasion commemorated 
with loud blasts (zicharon teruah)'' CLev. 23:24>. The double 
mention of "took note" [is as follows]. It is written concerning 
Hannah, "For Adonai took note of Hannah" < l Sam. 2: 21 >, and it is 
written concerning Sarah, "Adonai took note of Sarah" <Gen. 
21:1). <B.T. Rosh Hashanah lla) 

The opening phrase in Genesis 21:1 is linked to a 

passage describing another barren· woman in the Bible, 

-
Hannah. Sarah, Hannah, and also Rachel were under-stood to 

have given birth on Rosh Hashanah. This idea can be found 

in many sources throughout Rabbinic Literature because it 

emphasizes the supernatur-al character of these pr-eqnancies. 

Rosh Hashanah is the appropriate time for them to conceive 

because the holiday emphasizes r-ebirth and hope br-ought 

about by new beginnings. 

h. "Adonai took note of Sarah." This [verse is tied to the 
following J: "And the nat i ans that are 1 ef t ar-ound you sh al 1 know 
that I, Adonai, have rebuilt the ravaged places and r-eplanted the 
desolate 1 and. I, Adonai , have spoken and wi 11 act" <Ez. :::s6: .36) . 
"And the nations that ar-e left ar-ound you," these ar-e the people 
that were embarassi ng Sarah by cal 1 i ng her 'barren. ' "I, Adonai, 
have rebuilt the ravaged places and r-eplanted the desolate land," 
this refers Cto Abraham and Sarah], as it is said, "Abraham arid 
Sar-ah wer·e old, advanced in years" <Gen. 18:11). "Replanted the 
desolate land," refers to [~3ar·ahJ who said, "l'Jow that I am 
withered, am I to have en j oymf:nt with my husband so old" 
<Gen. 18:12)? "I, Adonai, have spoken and wi.11 act," as it is 
said, "Adonai took note of Sarah as God had promised." s.~r-ah 

was remember-ed on Rosh Hashanah and Isaac was bor-n seven months 
later, on the evening of Passover-, as it is said, "I will return 
to you when life is due'' (Gen. 18:10). Four barren women were 
remember-ed on Rosh Mashanah and they were: Sarah·, Rebekkah, 
Rachel and l_eah. <Tanhuma haNidpas, Vayera #17 and Pesi kta 
Rabbati 42:5) 
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Abraham and Sarah's barrenness symbolized Jewish 

powerlessness. When the nations of the world embarassed 

Sarah by calling her barren, they denied God's power to act 

in the world. The rabbis linked Isaac's birth to Passover 

in order to emphasize that Just as God took the Israelites 

out from Egyptian slavery with a strong hand and an 

outstretched arm, so, too, God has · the ability to give life 

to barren women. In addition, Isaac, with God ' s help will 

redeem Israel in the future. 

i. R. Yehudah said: " · Adonai took note of Sarah, · that is, 
remembered her with sons; 'and Adpnai did for Sarah as God had 
spoken, · that is filled her- breasts with milk." [ButJ R. l\leh2~:tiah 

said: "'Adonai took note of Sarah,' means that God remembered her 
with a son. As for 'and Adonai did for Sarah as God had spoken, · 
Seri pture means that God restored her to her yoLtth. 11 However. R. 
Simeon b. Lak i sh said: 11 

• Adonai took note of Sarah, ' mee:1n:::; that 
God remembered her with offspring. She was able to have 
offspring because, 'Adonai did for Sarah as God had spoken;· 
since she had no womb, God made her a womb.'' <Pesikta Rabbat1 
42:4) 

These rabbinic opinions explicate the seeming 

superfluous language in Genesis 21:1. Each phrase in the 

verse comes to teach something important and distinct 

All three rabbis agr-ee that the phrase, "Adonai took note 

of Sarah" means that she was given a son. However, they 

disagree r-egarding the meaning of the second phrase, "and 

Adonai did for Sarah as God had spoken." 

interpretations for this repetitive phrase are~ her breasts 

were filled with milk, she was restored to her youth, and 

she was given a womb which she lacked. The motif that 

Sarah lacked a womb is based on a midrashic reading nf Gen. 

11:30: "Now Sarai was bar-ren, st1e had no child," which is 
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understood as, "Now Sarai was barren, she had no womb." 

j. "f4donai took note of Sarah. " There are three keys that the 
Ho ly One entrusts to no creature - not to an angel, nor ta a 
s eraph, nor even to a troop [of s eraphim] but they are kept in 
God ' s own hand: · the key of rain, as i s said, "?~donai 1-'Jill open 
for you God's bounteous store, the heavens, to provide rain for 
your land in season" CDeut. 28:12); the key of resurrection, "I 
am going to open your graves'' <Ezek. 37:12>; and the key of the 
womb, "Adonai took note of Sarah." <Pesikta Rabbati 42:7> 

While the idea of this midrash is similar to others 

listed above, it is restated in a new way. God possesses 

the key to the womb which God does not entrust to any 

creature. Adonai, Godself, acts to open the womb! 

k. Then God went on to say, 11 BL1t you must restore the man's 
wife, since he is a prophet'' (Gen. 20:7>. Thereupon Abimelech 
rose early, restored Sarah to Abrah~~, did honor to Abraham, and 
begged him to pray on his behalf that God loosen the constraint 
upon the openings of his body. As Abraham prayed, all of the 
Philistines were relieved of the constraint upon the openings of 
their bodies. Nay more, all the female members of Abimelech's 
household conceived and gave birth to male children, as is said, 
"Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, his wife 
and his slave girls, so that they bore children'' (Gen. 20:17>. 
Abraham was like the man who bore- th~ title of "king's friend" 
and whose ship was requisitioned ma~y years for public service in 
part. The king was told, "Though your friend's ship is 
requisitioned, he has not importuned you concerning the 
possibility of having it released. But now that the ships of 
other men are being released, shall not his ship also be 
released? As much as any other, it deserves to be released." 
Likewise, when Abraham prayed on behalf of Abimelech and his 
wife, and all the Philistines conceived and bore children, the 
angels rose up, complaining: "Ruler of the universe, all these 
years Sarah was barren, and Abimelech's wife was barren." [How 
is it known that Abimelech's wife was barren? Because it is 
said, "God healed Abimelech and his wife" (Gen. 20:17>, and no 
one is ever healed unless he has been previously smitten.] "Now 
that Abr-c .. '\ham has prayed, 11 the angels went on, "Ab i mel ech ' s wife 
was remembered; including his maidservants. These women were 
remembered, but Sarah remains barren. Justice demands that she 
also be remembered." Well did R. Eliezer teach that wherever 
ScriptLtre says, "Adonai, 11 the phrase refers not only to the Gad 
Eaf mercyJ, but also to God's court [of angels of Justice]. 
"Abraham then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, his wife, 
his slave girls, so that they bore children" (Gen. 20:17), 
fol lowed by "Adonai took note of Sarah as bod had promised" <Gen. 
21:1). (Pesikta Rabbati 42:3 and 42:6) 
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This fllid_r.ash was der·ived from the jw:taposition of two 

.incidents: the end of Genesis 20 which contains Abraham ' s 

prayer asking God to heal Abimelech, and the beginning of 

Genesis 21 which details God remembering Sarah as God had 

promised. Thus, just as God opened Abimelech's body 

openings, so, too, God took note of Sarah and opened her 

~'lamb. 

l. "Adonai took note of Sarah." (~c:cor·ding to Scripture, they 
who receive commands from Adonai are of all kinds. Some are 
commanded but do not obey; others are commanded and do obey .... I 
g3ve a command to Abraham, and he obeyed, "Abram went forth dS 

A:lonai had spoken to him" (Gen. 12:4>. Therefore, I gave a 
command concerning him and concerning the members of his 
household that rewar·d be given them: "Adonai took note of 
Sarah." (F'esikta Rabbati 42:8) 

Sarah was allowed to conceive as a reward for Abraham 

obeying God ' s command to 1 eave his h1Jmel and. 

m. The root 11 ~.Q, 11 c\S in the verse, "Adonai took note," 
Chas different shades of meaning in different contexts, but 
always refer·s to God's pr·ovidenceJ: .•. and finally "~kd" 

in connection with God's giving of children: "Adonai took 
note of Sarah as God had promised.~ · <Pesikta Rabbati 42:9> 

God ' s providence is seen in the use of the verb, 

"okd" (took note). Thus, even before the writer clearly 

states what God is going to do, he implies that God will 

give Sarah children. 

n. The Holy One says: "Take care to recite to Me the proper· 
blessing for every occasion. If you are careful with regard to 
such blessings, I will come to you and bless you in return, as is 
said, "In eve1~y place viher·e I cause My name to be mentioned I 
will come to you and bless you'' <Exod. 20:21). Consider Abraham: 
what is said of him? "Inasmuch as l~l:wc1ham obeyed Me and foll m'-Jed 
Mv mandate: My commandments, My laws, and My teachings'' CGen. 
'.26:5l, I blessed him, "And (-~donai had blessed f.llJraham in all 
things" <Gen. 24:1>. Additionally, in his st .::1r Abraham SE\W it 
written that he ~11ould have no r.:hildr·en, as is said, "SE?einq that 
I continue childless" <Gen. 15:'.n. But the Holy One said: Yo:c u 
read the stars correctly, for as you live, Abram, Abram is not 



destined to beget children. What then do I mean to do for you? 
I will change your name and you will beget children, as is said, 
"And you sh al 1 no l onqer bf? called Ptbram, but your name shal 1 be 
Abraham'' <Gen. 17:5). Sarai also was not destined to bear 
childr-en, as is said, "Now Sarai was barren" <Gen. 11:30); but 
.:.~s ~::larah she wi 11 bear chi 1 dren, as is said, "Adonai took note of 
Sarah as God had pr-omi sed." <Pesi kta Rabb at i 4:5 : l) 

This passage also presents the message that Sarah's 

pregnancy was a reward for Abraham's proper action; he was 

careful and pronounced the proper blessing for every 

occasion. 

o. 11 Adonai sets the childless woman among her household as a 
happy mother of childr-en" <Ps. 11 ::::;:9). "Adonai sets the 
childless woman among her household'' is applied to Sarah, as it 
is said, "Now Sarai was barren" (Gen. 11: :30>. "As a 1·1appy rnother
of children" [is Sarah as it -is s9idJ: "Adonai took note of 
Sarah.'' <As quoted in Bereshit Rabbati, Vaya y tz e to Gen. 29:31, 
also in Bereshit Rabbah 53:5 and Pesikta Rabbati to Gen. 43:4> 

Psalm 113:9 is also applied t~ seven barren women: 

Sarah, Rebekkah, Rachel, Leah, the wife of Manoach, Hannah, 

and Zion. Once Sarah was childless, but Adonai has now made 

her a happy mother of children. The use of the plural noun, 

"banim" <children), in Psalm 113:9 .i -s not explicated. 

p. R. Berechiah, citing R. Levi, said: "[Sarc.~h · s being 
remembered] added strength ta the sun and the moon. For you will 
note in the account of the birth of Isaac, that the t e rm, 
'vaya ' a s ' (did) is used, · And Adon.:1i did for Sar ;;~h as God had 
spoken.' In the account of creation the same term is used, 
~a'as, ' God made the two great lights ' (Gen. 1:16). As 
'va'f .. a'as' in this verse implies God is giving light to the ~'llorld, 

so, too, in the passage concerning Sarah, it implies adding even 
mare light to the world. The word · vay a ' as· also means <gave>, 
so that Gen. 21:1 can be read: ' God gave to Sarah as God had 
spoken. ' The word, 'y_~a ' c:_s' is ui::;ed i. n the s.-;1me way i. n th e 
story of Esther, where it is said, · the k ing :asah ' 
<proclaimed/gave) a remission of taNes tor the provinces'' (Es. 
2:18). And as '~-a~~h' (gave) in the story of Esther means q1v1ng 
gifts to the world, so, too, the t erm ' ~. as h' <gave> in the stor y 
of Sarah means giving gi f ts to the world.' ' IPesikta D'Rav kahanna 
to Gen. 21:1 and Bereshit Rabbah 53:8) 

In this mi dr-_E.s fJ. , the r-oot 11 ' sh" is interpreted as 



<made) and <gave>. Thus, God made mare light enter into the 

world through Sarah, and she gave a gift ta the world in 

her son Isaac. 

21:2 "Sarah conceived and bare a son to Abraham in his old 

age, at the set time of which Gad had spoken." 

Commentary: One must ask why it is necessary to state that 

Sarah both conceived and bore a son to Abraham. l'he answer 

fr-om a cr-itical, scholar-ly point o_f view is that the verse 

is written in typical Biblical style which uses repetition 

for emphasis. However-, from a midrashic point of view, 

these words demand explication. 

Midrashim: 

a. 11 Sa1rah conceived and bore a son. to Abr-aham" comes to teach 
that she did not steal seed from elsewhere. <Bereshit Rabbah 
53: 6) • 

This passage under-stands the seemingly repetitive 

words as each teaching an important idea. The first word, 

"conceived," is to be Lmderstood in its plain meaning. The 

second word, "bore," emphasizes that Sarah conceived 

this son by Abraham, even though he was old' 

21 : 3 "Abr .:.1ham gave his new-born son, whom Sarah had borne 

him, the name of Isaac." 

:i 1 



Commentary: This is the third time in the book of Genesis 

that Isaac's name has been introduced. Here, however, the 

writer does not include an aetiology. In addition, the text 

does not explain why only Abraham named the baby Isaac, 

rather than both parents. Sarah's lack of participation is 

all the more stricking because she is mentioned almost 

unnecessarily in the text. One can deduce that in a 

patriarchal society the father named the baby. Yet 

the reader is left to ponder the reason why the Biblical 

writer included this detail. 

Midrashim: 

a. Observe that al though it is said of Abra ham that he 
"journeyed by stages toward the Negev" (Gen. l '.2: 9) , he did not 
attain his rightful place until Isaac was born. But as soon as 
Isaac was born, he attained this level, through the close 
association and union of the two. For that reason he, and no 
other, called him Isaac, in order that water and fire should be 
merged together. Hence, "Abraham gave his newborn son, whom 
Sarah had borne him, the name of Is~ac," the son that was born to 
him as fire born from water. <Zahar 118a-118b) 

Abraham specifically is mentioned as the one who named 

his son Isaac because this act helped him attain his 

rightful stage in life. More significantly, Isaac is 

described as being born from the merger of fire and water. 

I understand the fire to refer to Sarah's temper and water 

to describe Abraham's passivity. 

21:4 "And when his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham 

circumcised him, as God had commanded him." 



Commentary: This verse has been included because it 

provides background for Sarah ' s response to Isaac's birth 

i n Gen • 21 : 6 . However, no midrashim will be included 

because the content of this verse does not directly relate 

to Sarah or Hagar. 

21:5 "Now Abraham was a hundred years old when his son 

Isaac was bor-n to him." 

Commentary: This ver-se is directly concerned with Abraham's 

age. As a result, one can deduce Sarah's age at the time of 

Isaac's bir-th; she was ninety years old. No mid rashim will 

be included because the content of this verse does not 

refer- to Sar-ah or Hagar. 

2 1: 6 "Sar-ah said, 'God has brought me 1 aught er; everyone 

who hears wi 11 1 augh with me. ·" 

Commentary: This verse serves as the third aetiology of 

Isaac's name; here it is said that everyone who hears that 

she gave birth will laugh, "yitzh.ak," with her. 
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Midrashim: 

a. "Sarah said, 'God has brought me laughter; eve1ryone who hears 
will laugh with me.'" r~. Berekiah, R. YehLtdah b. R. Simon and R. 
Hanan in the name of R. Samuel b. R. Isaac said: "If Reuben has 
cause to rejoice, what does it matter to Simeon? Similarly, if 
Sarah was remembered, what did it matter to others? But when our 
matriarch Sarah was remembered, many other barren women were 
remembered with her; many deaf gained their hearing, many blind 
had their eyes opened, many insane became sane." (Bereshit Rabbah 
53:8 and Pesikta D'Rav Kahanna to Gen. 21:1) 

This midrash focuses on the second phrase: "everyone 

who hears wi 11 1 augh with me. " It emphasizes the redemptive 

qualitity of Sarah's life: when ·she was remembered, other 

people with problems were also remembered. She is a mode-~l; 

she represents the potential which ~s possible for all 

people. This passage understands her laughter, "yi tzhak," 

in a positive sense; everyone will rejoice with her! 

21: 7 "And she added, ·Who woLtl d have said to Abraham that 

Sarah would suckle children! Yet I have borne a son in his 

old age.'" 

Commentary: Sarah is amazed over the extraordinary change 

in her life. After many years of barrenness, she has given 

birth to a son. In this verse, she remarks about the 

supernatural character of her ability to mother. The 

Biblical writer uses an unusual plural phrase, "would suckle 

children," rather than simply stating, "a child." This 

plural noun reinforces the miraculous nature of Sarah's 

ability to have a child. Finally, she remarks, "Who l'IDUld 
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have said to Abraham that Sarah would suckle children! Yet 

I have borne a son in his old age." She does not refer to 

her awn age, rather she focuses on Abraham's age. Perhaps 

it is her way of denying her own aging process or that she 

was the one who was infertile. 

Midra e him: 

a. "Adonai sets the childless woman among her household as a 
happy mother of children" (Ps. 113:9). "Adonai sets the 
childless woman among her househol~'' alludes to Sarah, as it is 
written, "Now Sarai was barren." <Gen. 11:30). "As a happy mother 
of children," as it says, "Who woufd have said to Abraham that 
Sarah would suckle children!" <Bereshit Rabbah 53:5 and Bereshit 
Rabbati, Vayaytze to Gen. 29:31) 

This midrash is also cited in reference to Genesis 

21 : l . Here, both the verse in Psalms 113:9 and in Gen. 

21:7 emphasize the plural noun, children. Her ability to 

give birth to one son at her age is as amazing as other 
. 

women's ability to give birth to many children and it serves 

as a model for others who have had difficulty bearing 

children. 

b. "That Sarah would suckle children!" She suckled "banim" 
[which is midrashically understood asJ builders. [Another 
comment:] Our mother Sarah was too modest. Abraham said to her: 
"This is not a. time for modesty, uncover your breasts so that all 
may know that the Holy One makes miracles." She uncovered her 
breasts and the milk gushed forth as from two fountains, and 
noble ladies came and had their children nursed by her, saying, 
"We do nCJt merit that our children should be suckled with the 
milk of that r-ighteous woman." The Rabbis said: "Whoever came 
for the sake of heaven became God-fearing." R. Aha said: "Even 
one who did not come for the sake of heaven was given dominion 
[greatness] in this world." (Bereshit Rabbah 53:9) 

This passage explicates the words "suckle children." 

The first comment that Sarah suckled builders is 
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midrashically connected to the last phrase to explicate 

the idea that God-fearers build up the world. Sarah was 

considered tao modest until Abraham told her ta suckle all 

the children. Her actions were considered praiseworthy and 

caused others to become God-fearing. 

c. R. Berechiah, citing R. Levi, said: "You find that when our 
mother Sarah gave birth to Isaac, the nations of the world 
declared, and may we be forgiven for repeating what they said: 
'Sarah did not give birth to Isaac. It was Hagar, Sarah's 
handmaid who gave birth to him.· [To prove that Sarah had indeed 
given birth to Isaac], what did the Holy One do? God withered up 
the nipples of the noblewomen of the world's nations, so that 
they came and kissed the dust at Sarah's feet, pleading with her: 
'Do a good deed and give suck - to qur children.· Therefore our 
father Abraham said to Sarah: 'Sar-ah, this is no time for 
modesty. Hallow the Holy One's name. Sit down in the 
marketplace and give suck to their children.· Hence it is said, 
'Sarah would suckle children!'" Note that the verse does not 
say, "child" bL1t "children." Now from matters of this kind can 
we not draw the following inference? If a mortal, to whom joy 
came, rejoiced and caused every one else to rejoice, all the more 
reason to conclude that when the Holy One comes to bring joy to 
Jerusalem, Jerusalem will say, "Rejoicing in Adonai, I will cause 
joy" (Isa. 61:10). <Pesikta D'Rav l<ahanna 22:1) 

This midrash is similar to the. passage in Bereshit 

Rabbah just above. However, because it is of a later date, 

there is more detailed explication. The nations of the 

world thought Hagar was the mother of Isaac rather than 

Sarah. Abraham had to order Sarah to suckle [the] children 

of the world in order to prove to the nations that she had 

given birth to Isaac. Just as the miracle of Isaac's birth 

brought others to the worship of God, so, too, Israel brings 

the nations to serve God. 

d. "And she said, 'Who would have said to Abraham th c.'t Sarah 
would suckle children!'" How many children then did Sarah 
suckle? R. Levi said: "(Jn the day that Abr-aham weaned his son 
Isaac, he made a great banquet and all the peoples of the world 
derided him, saying, 'Have you seen that old man and woman who 
brought a foundling from the street, and now claim him as their 



57 

son! And what is more, they make a great banquet to establish 
their claim~· What did our father Abraham do? He went and 
invited all the great men of the age and our mother Sarah invited 
their wives. Each one brought her child with her, but not the 
wetnurse, and a miracle happened to our mother Sarah. Her 
breasts opened like two fountains and she suckled them all. Yet 
they still scoffed, saying, ' Grant that Sarah could give birth at 
the age of ninety, could Abraham beget [a child] at the age of a 
hundred?' Immediately Isaac's face changed and became like 
Abraham's, whereupon they al 1 cried out, 'Abraham begat Isaac. · " 
CB.T. Baba Metzia 87a, Tanhuma haNidpas, Toldot #3, Bereshit 
Rabbati, Vayera to Gen. 21:7, and Midrash Hadash to Gen. 21:7-9) 

The midrash cited above expands on the earlier passage 

in Bereshit Rabbah. 

e. According to R. Phinehas b. Hama, quoting R. Hilkiah: "the 
word "ml l" <said) here means · ripe_ aars, and the ver-se therefor·e 
refers to Abr-aham's virility: the standing crop of Abraham was 
dried up, but now it became full of ripe ears <mlylh) again. 
Hence the verse as a whole is to be read: 'Who would have 
attributed to Abraham the virility io produce ripe ears, with the 
result that Sarah would give children suck?'" At the sight of 
Sarah's milk the nations of the earth brought their children to 
Sarah to give them suck, thus confirming the truth of the 
statement that Sarah would suckle children. Though some of them 
in all sincerity brought their children for Sarah to suckle, some 
brought their children only to check up on her. Neither the 
former nor the latter suffered any loss. According to R. Levi, 
those who were brought in sincerity.became proselytes. In regard 
to these, Scripture says, "Sarah would suckle children!" How is 
the eNpression, "would suckle children" to be interpreted? That 
these children of the nations of the earth became children of 
Israel. And according to our teachers, those children who wer-e 
brought to check up on Sarah achieved distinction in the world 
through promotion to great office. Accordingly, all Gentiles 
throughout the world who accept conversion and all Gentiles 
throughout the world who fear God spring from the children who 
drank of the milk of Sarah. Hence Sarah is alluded to as "a 
joyful mother of children" (F's. 113:9). <Pesikta Rabbati 43:4 
and see above in Bereshit Rabbah 53:5) 

This final rendition of the story of Sarah suckling 

all the children of the world emphasizes the outcome of her 

action; all those children either converted to Judaism or 

account for the righteous Gentiles in the world. 

f. "Her children declare her happy" <Prov. 31:28). Sarah said, 
"Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would suckle 
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Hayyei Sarah #4) 

This is an important midrash, although it is vaguely 

worded. The reader is free to interpret exactly who were 

Sarah's children. I understand "children" symbolically; 

Sarah's actions perpetuated the future of Judaism. 

-1 : 8 "The child grew Ltp and was weaned, and Abr-aham held 

gr-eat feast on the day that Isaac was weaned." 

Commentary: The feast is the background for Sarah's sudden 

concern over Ishamel. No midrashim will be included, 

however, because the content of this verse is not pertinent 

to the evolving picture of Sarah and Hagar. 

21:9 "Sarah saw the son, whL1m Hagar- the Egyptian had bor-ne 

to Abraham, playing." 

Commentary: Sarah is the central character in this verse 

which directly follows a quick description of the feast 

held in honor of Isaac ' s weaning. Now Sarah has regained 

her equilibrium after- giving bir-th and the great 

celebration. She actively begins to worry about the 

relationship between Abraham's son Ishmael and her son 

Isaac. The Biblical writer uses the verb, "saw_," as i + 

she ~·1as on her- guard, spying on l shmael ' s actions. It ir; as 
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if he became a threat to her son Isaac for the first time, 

despite his presence over the past years. In this sense, 

Sarah had never 'seen' him before; it suddenly 'dawned' on 

her that he might pose a threat to her plans. 

Additionally, the author does not include Ishmael's 

name. Rather, he describes him in · terms of his relationship 

to his mother and to his father; the son or her son. 

Additionally, his mother is called Hagar, the Egyptian, 

rather than Hagar, Sarah'$ handm~id or Hagar, Abraham's wife 

or concubine. Finally, Sarah saw the son ~laying, which is 

the writer's literary device to co~nect this son, Ishmael, 

with the other son, Isaac. "Mitzahayk" (playing> is linked 

with "Yitzhak" <laughter>. One must ask why was Sarah 

concerned about Ishmael's playing. Speiser has an 

interesting interpretation of Ishmael's playing: 

Midrashirn: 

According to Gen. 16:16 combined with Gen. 21:5 
above; Ishmael would now be at least fifteen years 
old. But his "playing" with Isaac would mee1n no 
more than that the older boy was trying to amuse 
his little brother. There is nothing in the text 
to suggest that he was abusing him, a motive 
deduced by many troubled readers in their effort 
to accoLmt for Sa.rah· s anger. (Speiser, Genesis, 
p. 155) 
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a. [To the ver-seJ "Sar·ah saw the son, whom Hagar the Egyptian 
had borne to Abraham," the following verse is applied, "She looks 
for wool and flax'' <Prov. 31:13>. She saw [the differ-ence 
between J Ishmael and Isaac. ( T anhuma ha.Ni dpas, Hayyei Sar_ah #4) 

Sarah was able to differentiate between Ishmael and her 

young son Isaac by watching Ishmael at play, just as one can 
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tell the difference between wool and flax by looking at 

them. 

b. R. Isaac said: "The phrase 'Sarah saw' implies that she 
looked at him disdainfully as being the son, not of Abraham, but 
of Hagar the Egyptian." (Zahar 11 Bb) 

Sarah did not refer to Ishmael as the son of Abraham 

in order to show her disdain for him and his mother. 

c. R. Hiyya said: "After recording the birth of Isaac, 
Scripture never mentions Ishmael by name so long as he was still 
in the house of Abraham: dross cannot be mentioned in the 
presence of gold. Hence, Ishmael is referred to here as 'the 
son, whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham,' as it was not 
fitting that his name should be mentioned in the presence of 
Isaac." <Zahar 118b) 

Ishmael is not mentioned by name in order to show his 

low standing as compared to Isaac's ' exalted position as 

Sarah's son. 

d. "Sarah saw the son, whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to 
Abr-aham, playing." R. Simeon b. Yohai said: "Rabbi Akiva used 
to interpret this to his [Ishmael 'sJ discredit and I will say 
something to his credit. R. Akiva explicated: 'mit zahayk' 
<playing> as referring to immoralit.y·, as in the vel'"'se, 'The 
Hebrew slave, whom you brought into our house, came to me to 
dally "l 'tz ahek" with me' <Gen. ~59: 1'7>. T'his verse teaches that 
Sarah saw Ishmael ravish maidens, seduce married women and 
dishonor them." <Bereshit Rabbah 53: 11 and Yalkut Shimoni, 
Vayel'"a #94> 

e. R. Ishmael taught: "'mi tz ahayh:' <playing) refers to idol a try, 
as in: 'Early next day, the people offered up burnt offerings 
and brought sacrifices of well-being; they sat down to eat and 
drink, and then rose to make merry 'l ' tzahek' <Ex. 32:6). This 
verse teaches that Sarah saw Ishmael build altars, catch locusts, 
and sacrifice them.'' <Bereshit Rabbah 53:11, Sifl'"'ei Bamidbar, 
Vaetchanan #31, Shemot Rabbah 1:1, Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94, 
Zchar 118b, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:9> 

f. "And God seeks the pursued" (Eccl. :3:15), is explained [in 
the following wayJ: The Holy One says: "I always love the 
pursued and hate the pursuers, as when Ishmael pul'"'sued his 
br.:Jther Isaac, 'Sarah saw the son ... playing'" <Gen. 21:9>. 
Ishmael shat arrows at Isaac, as it is s.:."'\i d, "Like a madman 
scattering deadly firebl'"'ands, arrows, is one who cheats his 
fellow and says, 'I was only joking'" CF'l'"'ov. 26:18-19). <Pesikta 
Rabbat.i 48:2) 
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This midrash sees Isaac as the pursued and Ishmael as 

the pursuer. Isaac represents Israel and Ishmael typifies 

the nations of the world who are idolatrous, etc. Ishmael 

as the 'pursuer' is symbolic of the nations who persecute 

Israel. 

g. R. Eleazar said: "Mitzah~.k" refers to bloodshed, as 
it is said: 'Let the young men come forward and sport "visahaku" 
before us' (2 Sam 2:14)." R. ?tzariah said in R. Levi's name: 
"Ishmael said to Isaac, 'Let us go and see our portions in the 
field. ' rhen Ishmael would take a bow and arrows and shoat them 
in Isaac's direction, while pretending to be playing. Thus it is 
written, 'Like a madman scattering deadly firebrands, arrows, is 
one who cheats his fellow and· say~, ' I was only joking 
(misahayk> · <Prov. 26:18-1'~>. <Bereshit Rabbah 53:11 and Yalkut 
Shimani, Vayera #94> 

A similiar idea appears in TanAuma Buber, Toldot #5. 

There, Isaac entreats God to save him from death because 

Ishmael wants to kill him. 

In Aggadat Bereshit #37, the same passage appears as in 

Bereshit Rabbah 53:11. There is one· significant addition 

however: God said: "If he [Ishmael] kills him, how will my 

world stand?'' Sarah responds to God's fear by commanding 

Abraham to cast them both out. 

h. "But I say, "mitzahayk" refers to inheritance. For when our 
father Isaac was born, all rejoiced, and Ishmael said to them: 
' You are foals, for I am the first born and I receive a double 
portion!· You may infer this from Sarah ' s protest to Abraham, 
'For the son of that slave shall not share in the inheritance 
with my son Isaac' <Gen. 21:.LO)." <Bereshit Rabbah 5:~:;:11 and 
Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

The tradent referred to as "I" in the passage listed 

above is R. Simeon b. Yohai. He considers his comment to be 

more positive than those of R. Akiba and it serves as a 

midrashic link between Genesis 21:9 and 21:1. Sarah saw 



Ishmael boasting about the double portion he would receive 

as the first born son. She became very outraged over his 

talk about his inheritance and, as a result, ordered Abraham 

to expel him. 

21:10 "She said to Abraham, · cast out that slavewoman and 

her son, for the son of that slave shall not share in the 

inheritance with my son Isaac. ' 11 

Commentary: Sarah commands Abraham to cast out Hagar and 

Ishmael as seen in the verb form, "garesh." Does she 

have the authority to order Abraham to act thusly? The 

text is silent. She does not refer to Hagar and Ishmael by 

name nor by their relationship to Abraham. She refers to 

Hagar as "ha'amah" <slavawoman>, wh.i'le in Genesis 16 she 

called her "shifcha" <maidservant>. I believe that is 

her way of distancing them from Abraham, Isaac, and herself 

in order to make their expulsion less of a harsh act and 

more understandable. 

Sarah's hatred of Ishmael is the cause of her anger in 

this verse, while in Gen. 16:5, Sarah ' s hatred of Hagar 

stemmed from the concubine's tactless behavior toward her 

childless mistress. Speiser understands this difference as 

resulting from the different authorship's of these chapters; 

Genesis 16 is the work of J and Genesis 21 is the work of E. 

He writes: 

6 .... 
..::. 



Once again, E seeks to explain people and their 
actions, but he does so with the aid of words 
rather than deeds. If E's characters do more 
reasoning than J's, they are also less natural 
and impulsive. (Speiser, Genesis, p.157) 

Finally, one sees that the only way Sarah could arrange 

it so that her son Isaac would inherit was to expel 

Ishmael. This is a common story in the Torah: an emphasis is 

on the younger son's right to inherit over his first born 

b,....other. Thus, one can conclude that this story of the 

expulsion of Ishmael is similiar to other incidents of the 

younger son inheriting in place of the first born son. 

M1drashim: 

6 .. 'I" 
·-· 

a. "She [Sarah J said to Abraham, 'Cast 01.1t that sl avewoman. '" 
Hdgar is like a merchant ship which flounders from place to place 
in the sea without a por-t. <Tanhuma Buber, Hayyei Sarah #1 7 and 
Valkut Shimoni, Vayera to Gen. 21:10) 

Sarah does not refer to Hagar by name, rather she uses 

her title in order to dehumanize her. The author of this 

m1drash is not sympathetic to Hagar ' s plight. He compares 

her to a ship floLtndering at sea, due to the words "And she 

wandered abol.lt" <Gen. 21: 14). His attitude is that Hagar's 

expulsion was to be expected since her people became 

wanderers. Speiser writes abol.lt her descendants: 

It is time to account for the place of the 
Ishmaelites in the scheme of things, the role 
of the Bedouin who are always in evidence on 
the border between the desert and the sown. 
CGenesi s, p. 121 > 

b. "She said to Abraham, ' Cast out that slavewoman. '" This was 
his ninth test because Sarah told him to expel that slavewoman 
[Hagar] after she [Sarah] had been built up throl.lgh her. <Midrash 
Hagadol to Gen. 21:10; see also Pirkei D ' Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 
3r.}) 
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This midrash concludes that Abraham had ta make a 

separate decision to expel Hagar. It is also interesting 

ta note that the author believes that Sarah had already been 

built up through her. This phrase is sufficiently 

ambiguous; I interpret it to mean that Hagar ' s ability to 

bear a son freed Sarah and, as a r~sult, she was also able 

to have a son. 

c. "And her son." Abraham · s tenth test was to send Ishmael , his 
son, away and it was more difficult for him than all the other 
tests. <Midrash Hagadol to Gen. '21: 10) 

On can imagine the agony Abraham experienced when Sarah 

told him to expel Ishmael, his son. Perhaps Sarah uses the 

word, "her son" in contrast to "his son" in Gen. 21:11, as a 

means of distancing Abraham from his relationship with 

Ishmael. She was saying that Ishmael is not Abraham's son; 

Isaac is the only son of Abraham. 

d. "For the son of that slave sh al 1 not share in the 
inheritance. " Sarah said these words as if to say: "I know that 
he will never enter the fold of the true faith and that he will 
have no portion with my son, either in this world or in the world 
to come." Therefore, God supported her, since Gad wished to keep 
the holy seed carefully separated, for that was the end for which 
God created the war 1 d. <Zahar ll 8b) 

This passage justifies Sarah's command to expel 

Ishmael, because of his lack of faith he was not worthy 

of inheriting from Abraham. 

e. "With my son Isaac." "With my son," even if it is not Isaac. 
"With Isaac," even if he were not my son; kal v ' homer (all the 
more so) "with my son Isaac." (Yal kut Shimoni, Vay~ra #94> 

This midrash addresses itself to the repetition in the 

phrase, "with my son Isaac." The repetitive lan~1uage emphasizes 

the great threat Ishmael posed to Isaac's inheritance. 
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f. [The reason Sarah wanted to expel Ishmael was that he was 
trying to kill Isaac. She told Abraham sayinga "He did such and 
such to Isaac. Make it clear that Isaac [will inherit] 
everything that the Holy One swore to give you and your 
descendants. For the son of that slavewoman is not going to 
inherit with my son Isaac. Write a get [divorce her] and send 
away that slavewoman and her son from Isaac's and my presence in 
this world and from the world to come." This is why it is 
written, "The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it 
concerned a son of his" (Gen. 21:11). (f'irkei D ' Rabbi Elie.zer, 
Chapter 30, and Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

This midrash ties several verses, (Gen. 21:9-12> 

together. It presents Sarah's command to expel Ishmael and 

Hagar as reasonable: she told Abraham to give Hagar a get, 

divorcing her legally. The ~uthor is trying to lessen the 

harshness of Sarah's demand. 

21: 11 "The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it 

concerned a son of his." 

Ccmmentary: The author uses a very interesting phrase to 

describe Abraham's feelings: "Vayayra hg,davar meed b ' aynai 

~vraham, 11 which literally translates as "the matter caused 

much evil in Abraham's eyes," though it should be understood 

as: "the matter distressed Abraham greatly." The phrase is 

the Biblical literary style's way of describing concern, but 

it is sufficiently vague to warrant rabbinic interpretation. 

In particular, we focus on the writer's use of the word 

" d avar" <matter). We must ask to what matter can it refer? 

In general, the Bible does not describe a character's 

feelings in response to a situation, thus later 



66 

interpretations attempt to fill in the emotions missing from 

the Biblical story. This incident is unusual in that the 

author includes Abraham's feelings concerning Ishmael's 

expulsion: "the matter distressed Abraham greatly." In 

Hebrew there is a seeming superfluous word, "mead" <very) 

which emphasizes the strong emotion felt by Abraham toward 

his son Ishmael. One commentator, Malbin, remarks that the 

verse implies a double grief: first, at Sarah's demand for 

their expulsion, and second, at his son s depravation which 

is intimated in the word "greatly.-" As a result~ one must 

ask the following question after reading Sarah's command and 

Abraham's reaction: why doesn't he verbally respond to her 

order if he is so upset? One can deduce from the second 

part of the verse that Abraham's concern was focused only an 

his son; he was not upset over Hagar's expulsion. Thus, his 

relationship with Hagar was not as ~1gnificant as his ties 

to Sarah. 

Midrashim: 

a. "The matter distressed Abraham greatly." Abr-aham was upset 
on account of his son's future evil deeds when Ishmael will 
worship foreign gods. CTargum Yerushalmi to Gen. 21:11) 

This midrash attempts to understand the meaning of the 

ambiguious phrase: "the matter." Ishmael is portrayed in 

negative term~ as the idol worshiper par-excellance. 

b. "The matter distressed Abraham greatly." Abr-aham was very 
upset because he [Ishmael] had become depraved. CShemot Rabbah 
1 : l ) 

This passage explicates the use of "'!lF.~od" <greatly> in 
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the verse. The word appears to be superflous; it would have 

been enough to say, "the matter distressed Abraham." ThLlS' 

the author interprets that Sarah's command to expel Ishmael 

was the worst thing that could happen to a son of his. This 

comment presents a portrait of the close relationship 

between Abraham and Ishmael. 

c. 11 The matter di stressed Abraham great 1 y. " [The verse uses the 
words "biayna i Avr-aham," lit. in the eyes of Abraham], therefore, 
his eyes closed after seeing the evil. <Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera 
#94) 

Abraham had to close his eyes in order to not see the 

evil in which his son Ishmael was-involved. He did not want 

to acknowledge his son ' s evil doings. 

d. "For it concerned a son of his." [The te>:t uses the words 
"al odot ben o " (for it concerned a son of his); "o9ot" means the 
deeds of his son who was involved in idolatry , 
(Bereshit Rabbati to Gen. 21:11> 

Ishmael ' s involvement with idolatry was mentioned 

earlier as one of the interpretatio.n.s for the word 

" mit z aheyk" <playing> in Gen. 21:9. 

e. "For it concerned a son cf his. 11 Sarah looked at Ishmael 
disdainfully, but not Abraham, as we read, "it concer-ned a son of 
his." Thus, Abraham perceived Ishmael not as the son of Hagar, 
but as his son. (Zahar ll8b) 

f. "For it concerned a son of his." The matter bothered Abraham 
about his son, but not about Ishmael's mother CHagarJ. <Midrash 
Hagadol to Gen. 21:11> 

These mi dr a shim confirm the initial observation that 

Abraham was not sig~ificantly attached to Hagar, but loved 

Ishmael. 
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21: 12 "But God said to Abraham, 'Do not be distressed over 

the boy or your slave; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she 

says, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be 

continued for you. ' " 

Commentary: We now have begun a two verse description of 

God's response to Abraham's fears about his son. However, 

in the preceeding verse Abraham is only distressed over 

CI==hmaelJ "a son of his." In this verse, God responds to 

his concern aver his son, but add~ these words: "or yoL1r 

slave." Till now, Abraham had not shown any distress over 

Hagar. Perhaps this is the writers way of stressing that 

Abraham also should have been worried about her. 

We must ask why God gave Abraham permission ta follow 

whatever Sarah tells him. This Divine carte blanche is 

followed by God's promise that it is.through Isaac that 

Abraham's offspring will be continued. God is responding to 

Abraham's yet unarticulated concern about his future heir. 

It is as if Abraham knows that Ishmael, his first born, 

should inherit, but God has given him permission 

to deny Ishmael what is rightfully his. Now, Abraham is 

able to give his inheritance and the promise of a great 

fLiture to Isaac. 

Mtdrashim: 

a. R. Judah said: 11 In that night the Holy One was revealed to 
hi 11. God said to him: 'Abraham! Don· t you know that S;:i.rah v1a3 

apcointed to you for a wife from her mother's womb? She is your 
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companion, and the wife of your covenant; Sarah is not called 
your handmaid, but your wife; while Hagar is not called your 
wife, but your handmaid. Whatever Sarah tells you, she has 
uttered truthfully. Let it not be grievous in your eyes, as it 
is said, 'But God said to Abraham, 'Do not be di stressed. '" 
<Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30) 

This passage explicates God's words to Abraham. God is 

trying to reassure him that it is all right to do whatever 

Sarah tells him. The midrash clearly distinguishes between 

Sarah and Hagar; Sarah is Abraham's wife and thus, her words 

must be heeded. The line will continue through her progeny. 

b. " [You] do not be di a tressed. " This is a proof that Abraham 
was subsidiary to Sar-ah in the matter- of prophecy. < Shemot Rabbah 
l : l ) 

There are other passages which will be included below 

which emphasize Sarah ' s prophetic gifts and her importance. 

c. Abraham thought about not expelling Ishmael; perhaps he would 
try and improve his behavior. He had these thoughts until the 
Holy One told him to expel him because there is no hope for him. 
It is written, "But God said to Abraham, 'Do not be distr-essed. '" 
<Bereshit Rabbati to Gen. 21:11-12) 

Abraham was conflicted about Sa~ah's command to expel 

Ishmael. He was only con"'.inced by God's words that there 

was no hope for Ishmael. 

d. The Rabbis said: "flhe was her husband ' s ruler. Usually the 
husband gives orders, whereas here we read, "whatever Sarah tells 
you, do as she says." <Bereshit Rabbah 47:1 and 52:5) 

This passage adds another piece to the qr-owing portrait 

of the relationship between Sarah and Abraham; she was the 

dominant character-, while he was subservient to her. 

e. R. Isaac observed that Iscc:th was Sarai (Gen. 11:29). 
He asked, "why was she called Iscah?" Because she foresaw 
[the future) thr-ough holy inspiration; hence it is written, 
11 wi"latever Sa.rah tel 1 s you, do as she says. " < B. T. Sanhedrin 69b 
and Seder Olam Rabbah, end of chapter- 2> 

Sarah's decision to expel Hagar and Ishmael was not a 
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c3pricious judgment; her decision was divinely revealed. 

Thus, no one can challenge her judgment and Abraham must 

do as she says. 

f. "But he who listens to me will dwell in safety, untroL1bled by 
the terror of misfortune'' <Prov. 1:33). In connection with 
listening Scripture speaks of four kinds of listeners: One who 
listens and suffers a loss; one who listens and gains a reward; 
one who does not listen and suffers a loss; and one who did not 
listen and won a reward. The one who listened and gained a 
r-el-1ard was our father Abraham, as it is said, "But God said to 
Abraham." And what reward did he gain? [The continuation of his 
line through an e>:emplary sonJ, c.~s it is said, "For it is through 
Isaac that offspring shall be continued for- you." <F'esikta D Rav 
Kahana 14:2, Eikhah Zuta to Gen. 21:12, and Yalkut Shimoni, 
yayera #94) 

g. R. Samuel b. Nahman said: "'this can be compar-ed to a man to 
wham a son was bor-n. On seeing him, an astrologer remarked: 
'This lad will become the leader of robbers; it would be best for 
his father to cast him away. ' When· the . father heard this he 
e ;.: claimed: 'Shall I then c: c.~st away my son? ' When the fat her- of 
the astrologer heard this he said: ' Whatever my son has said, 
hearken unto him.· So, too, Sarah saw Ishmael taking to evil 
ways, and she said to Abraham, ' Cast out that slavewoman and her 
son' <Gen. 21: l 0) , and this grieved him. God thereupon appeared 
to Abraham and said to him, 'Do not be distr-essed over the boy or
ycur slave; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says.' Abraham 
paid head to Sarah and, as a resul~, . ear-ned that his line be 
descended thr-ough Isaac, as it is said, 'for it is through Isaac 
that offspring shall be continued for you. · God said: 'If this 
is the reward of one who listens to his wife, how much greater 
wi 11 the reward be for- one ll'Jho 1 i st ens to Me. ' And ~::i ng Solomon 
came and stated this explicitly: 'But he who listens to Me will 
dwell in safety, untr-oubled by the terror of misfortune' <Prov. 
1:33)." Wevar-im Rabbah 4:5) 

This midrash underscor-es the importance of the 

discussion between God and Abraham. It also reinforces the 

idea that Abraham earned a rewar-d for listening to Sarah ' s 

command; his line would descend through Isaac. 

h. "I will not be silent corn:erninq him or the praise of his 
martial e>:ploits" <Job 41 :4>. The Holy One said: "People might 
sav that we speak with God as Abraham spoke with God, but God is 
si 1 ent with us~ ' As "'1 result, the Holy One said, 11 I wi 11 not be 
si l ent concerning him," refers to Abraham. Why does he make me 
silent? As a result I will make him silent. When was Abraham 
s1 lent? When I said to him, · Take your son · (Uen. 2 :2:2>. I 1·;as 



[once] silent, as it is said, ' But I am like a deaf man, 
Ltnhearing' <Psalms ~:8:14)." (Tanhuma Buber, Vayera 46a and 
Aggadat Bereshit 22) 

This is a difficult ~idrash to understand. It seems to 

teach that we are not to learn from Abraham's behavior; when 

God told him that through Isaac, offspring will be 

continued, he should have called out to God. As a result, 

God did not respond to him when he cried out regarding 

Ishmael. 

In addition, Abraham was silent when God said, "kach na 

et bincha'' <take your son> (G~n. 22:2>, while he was upset 

regarding Ishmael's expulsion. 

71 

i. God supported Sarah's command tb expel Hagar and Ishmael, 
since God wished to keep the holy seed _carefully separated, for 
that was the end for which God created the world. Israel was 
already in God's thought before the creation of the world. It 
was therefore that Abraham appeared in the world, so that the 
world could be sustained for his sake. Abraham and Isaac 
together upheld the world, yet they were not firmly established 
until Jacob came into the world. When Jacob appeared, both 
Abraham and Isaac became firmly estaplished and the whole world 
with them. From Jacob the holy peo.pl e gradually emerged into the 
world, and so the whole of existence became duly established 
according to the holy pattern. Thus God said, "whatever Sarah 
tells you, do as she says, for it is through Isaac that offspring 
shall be continued for you" in Isaac and not in Ishmael. <Zahar 
118b) 

This passage emphasizes the importance of Isaac's seed 

while denigrating the uniqueness of Ishmael. It underscores 

the rabbis' major concern; the line through Isaac has 

particularistic implications. 

j. "For it is through Isaac Lb ' Yi t z ha~_:;.) that off spr i nq shall be 
continued for you. " The letter "Q." (two) denotes two things: 
the seed follows Isaac who reco~nizes the two worlds and, as a 
result, he will inherit the two worlds. <Yalkut Shimoni, yayera 
#94) 

Isaac merited continuing Abraham ' s line because 



he recognized the existence of this world and the world to 

come. He innately honored God, while Ishmael disparaged God 

and the belief in the world to come. 

k. "For it is t.hr-ough Isaac that offspring shall be continued 
for you.'' Ishmael was not included because he was not part of 
the covenant Abraham made with God. <Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 
21:12) 

This midrash is interesting but problematic because 

it does not explain why Ishmael was not part of the covenant 

Abraham made with Gad. Circumcision was the sign of the 

covenant and Abr-aham circumcised ·Ishmael at age thirteen 

(Gen . l 7: 25) • 

21: 13 "As for the son of the sl ave-1..,oman, I wi 11 make a 

nation of him, too, for he is yaLtr· seed." 

Commentary: God continues to speak.with Abraham. In Gem. 

21:12 God told him what will happen to Isaac if he listens 

to Sarah and expels them. Here, God tries to allay any 

final reservations Abr-aham might have about expelling them; 

Ishmael will also have a good future. It is important to 

note that the word used is "nation" r-ather than "great 

nation." No later reader should presume that the 

Ishmaelites are as important as the Israelites. In 

addition, the author continues to refer to Ishmael by his 

r-el at i onshi p to Hagar, as 11 son of the sl ave-·woman," rather 

than by name. 

7.2 



th drashi m: 

a. Your son who came from Israel is called "bincha" 1..ihile your 
son who came from the foreigner is referred to as "benah." ThL1s 
it is written here, "ben ha-ahmah" (as for the son of the slave
woman). <Tanhuma haNidpas, tlukkat #6) 

This midra sh emphasizes the significance of words used 

by the Biblical author. There is a difference between 

Ishmael and Isaac; Ishmael is the son of Hagar not Abraham. 

This passage again attempts to distance the reader from 

emotionally identifying with the expulsion of Ishmael and 

Hagar; they are not Israelites worthy of concern. 

2 1 : 1 4 "Early next morning Abraham took some bread and a 

skin of water, and gave them to Hagar. He placed them on 

her shoulder, together with the child, and sent her away. 

And she wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba." 

Commentary: The author begins to tell the story of 

Hagar and Ishmael's expulsion into the wilderness. It 

starts here and continues through Gen. 21:21. 

Abraham is the principal character here; Sarah has 

retreated from the scene. The verse begins with Abraham 

rising early the next morning in order to prepar e Hagar for 

leaving. The style used is reminiscent of Genesis 22, the 

binding of Isaac; both are stories about Abraham ' s eagerness 

ta fulfill God's command vis-a-vis his sons. Here Abraham 

is concerned with giving Hagar the bare essentials, such as 



"some bread" and "a skin of water." He placed the food and 

water on her shoulder, together with the child. The author 

refers to Ishmael as "the chi 1 d," and the real prc1b 1 em is 

his age. If he was fifteen years old, one must wonder how 

Hagar was able to carry him on her back? Perhaps the 

reference to Ishmael as 'a child' is true; he was still a 

' child ' in Abraham's eyes. This verse presents him as a 

younger child, while in Gen. 21:9 he is pictured at age 

fifteen. There is no unity in the chapter in regard to his 

age. In addition, one must remark that Abraham was not 

very generous in preparing them for an extended journey 

whose destination was unknown. Her~ he is involved with 

Hagar, while in Gen. 21:11 he only showed primary concern 

for his son. It is strange that Abraham is not more 

involved with his son Ishmael. One must ask why Abraham 

does not talk with Ishmael and tell him that everything will 

turn out right; that God had promised that his seed would 

constitute the beginning of a nation. Abraham ' s silence 

also is reminiscent of Genesis 22. As the verse concludes, 

it is focused on Hagar wandering about in the wilderness of 

Beer-sheba. This information serves to orient the reader 

about the scene of the upcoming events. More significantly, 

the author's focus on Hagar underscores Abraham ' s continued 

ambivalence about expelling Ishmael. God tried to reassure 

Abraham, but he still has guilt feelings. There are clearly 

many questions raised by the scant information given in this 

verse. 

74 



'/5 

Midrashim: 

a. "Early ne:·:t morning." Abraham rose up early, and wrote a 
bill of divorce, and gave it to Hagar, and sent her and her son 
away from himself, and from Isaac his son, from this world and 
from the world to come, as it is said, "Early next morning, 
Abraham took some bread and a sld n of water." He sent her away 
with a bill of divorcement and he took the veil and he bound it 
around her waist, so that it should drag behind her to disclose 
Cthe fact] that she was a bondwomao. Not only this, but also 
because Abraham desired to see Ishmael, his son, and to see the 
way they went. (Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30, Yalkut 
Shimoni, Vayera #94, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:14) 

The author-s of this midrash ar-e uncomfortable with 

Abraham's treatment of Hagar •. They saw Hagar as Abraham's 

wife and, as a result, they add that he divorced her by 

giving her a get, a religious divorce decree. Abraham, our 

father, would not have simply expelled Hagar without 

fulfilling his proper religious responsibility which is 

understood to refer to a get by later Jewish legislation. 

In addition, the passage emphasize~ Abraham's concern for 

Hagar and Ishmael. He would not send them away without 

watching over them in some way and desiring continued 

contact, he bound a veil around her waist. 

b. Like a woman sent away from her husband, so likewsie Abraham 
arose and sent them away from Isaac his son, from this world and 
f ram the wor 1 d to come, as it is said, "But unto the sons <Jf the 
concubines, Abraham gave gifts and sent them away from Isaac his 
son," by a deed of divorcement. (F'irkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 
30) 

This passage is similiar to the first midrash in that 

Abraham is pictured as giving Hagar a get. However, here 

the focus is different; Abraham is sending them away from 

Isaac in order to protect him from them. 
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c. "She rises while it is still night" <Pr-ov. 31:15). Sar-ah got 
up early with Abraham to prepare the provisions necessary to give 
to Hagar- and Ishmael before the expulsion. <Tanhuma haNidpas, 
Hayyei Sarah #4) 

Here Sarah is involved with Abraham as he prepares 

their expulsion. This midrash portrays Sarah in a very 

positive vein; she is helpful to Abraham at the time that he 

needs support, despite her feelings. 

d. Abraham's household was liberal [having few distinctions 
between master and slaveJ, yet it says, "Early next morning 
Abraham took some b~ead and a skin of water, and gave them to 
Hagar." The r-eason is that such was the custom of slaves, to 
carry water in their pitchers. (Bereshit Rabbah 53:13 and Yalkut 
Shimoni, ~ayera #94> 

This passage explains why the text states that Abraham 

took the water and gave it to Hagar, a seemingly unnecessary 

detail not usually found in the Torah. It is there ta teach 

that slaves customarily carry water in pitchers. In 

addition, it emphasizes Hagar's lowly status. 

e. "Early ne:<t morning Abraham took some bread and a skin of 
water, and gave them to Hagar." Th~s teaches that he hated 
Ishmael because of his evil ways and sent him together with his 
mother Hagar away empty-handed and expelled him from his house on 
this account. [For otherwise,J do you really think that Abraham, 
of whom it is written, "And Abram was very rich in cattle, 
silver, and gold'' (Gen. 13:2), could send away his wife and son 
from his house empty-handed, without clothes or means of 
livelihood? But this is to teach you that when Ishmael became 
depraved he [Abraham] ceased to think about him. What became of 
him in the end? After he had driven him out, he sat at the 
cross-roads, and robbed and molested passers-by, as it is said, 
"He shall be a wild ass of a man; his hand against everyone" 
<Gen. 16:12>. <Shemot Rabbah 1:1) 

This !!!Jdrash picks up on the scant amount of food which 

Abraham gave to Hagar and Ishmael. It is a scathing 

portrait of Ishmael whose ways were evil and caused Abraham 

to expel him and treat him harshly. 
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f. Ishmael was twent y-·seven years old and yet you say, "He 
placed them on her shoulder, together with the child." This, 
however, teaches that Sarah cast an evil eye on him, which caused 
him to become sick. The proof lies in the verse, "When the water 
was gone from the skin;" it is the way of a sick person to drink 
frequently. <Bereshit Rabbah 53:13 and Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera 
#94) 

Ishmael's age is in question in the passage included 

above. If he was twenty-seven, why would his mother carry 

him? We also find Ishmael's age me~tioned in Yalkut 

Shirnoni, Va y e ra *94, which states that Ishmael was seventeen 

years old. Elsewhere in Pirkei D ' Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30, 

Ishmael is pictured as being twenty-four years old. In all 

these passages, Ishmael is an adull, old enough to walk. 

The midrashic explanation is that Sarah cast an evil eye on 

him which made him sick. As a result, Hagar had to carry 

him, making her travels even more difficult. 

g. By the merit of our father Abraham the water did not fail in 
the bottle. But when she reached the entrance of the wilderness, 
she began to go astray following the idolatry of her father's 
house and this caused the water to ~e spent. The proof is, as it 
is said, "And she wandered about <:teta) in the wilderness of 
Beer-sheba.'' <Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30 and Midrash 
Hagadol to Gen. 21:14) 

This mi dras h plays on the root "t'h" <go astray>. It 

connects Gen. 21:14 with Gen. 21:15 which says, "When the 

water was gone from the skin." It blames Hagar for the 

lack of water; she caused it by wandering about, being 

idolatrous in the wilderness. Hagar ' s actions caused them 

to not have enough water to drink and endangered their 

SLtrvi val. 

h. The meaning of "And she wandered about" is merely idol a try, 
because it is written [based on the root "t'h"J 
"They are vanity, a work of delusion" <Jer. 10:15). (f'irkei 
D ' Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30 and Zohar 118b> 
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21: 15 "When the water vJas gone fr-om the skin, she left the 

child under one of the bushes." 

Commentary: Hagar continues ta be ~he main character. 

Abraham had given her the food and water, but it was 

exhausted since she had to take care of Ishmael as if he 

were a child. The reader is told· that the water was spent, 

a red flag that trouble was at hand. Ta be without water in 

the desert is the first sign that death was close behind. 

One wonders what her feelings were which motivated her to 

leave her child under one of the bushes once the water was 

spent. Perhaps the bush provided shade for the child as she 

went to search for more water. The bush is a superfluous 

detail which needs to be explained ~idrashically. 

Midrashim: 

a. "When the water was gone from the skin." The water was spent 
because he was sick and drank from it every hour. <Yalkut 
Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

Ishmael's sickness was mentioned earlier in the 

midrashim to Gen. 21:14. His illness was caused by Sarah 

who cast an evil eye on him. 

b. "When the water was gone f ram the skin. " Ishmael was 
seventeen years old when he left his father's house. Abraham did 
not cause the water to be spent; it occurred after Ishmael became 
involved in idolatry. Ishmael was dying of thirst. What did he 
do? He went and placed himself under one of the bushes in the 
desert and said: "God of Abrahc:~m my father. You SE' e before you 
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the outcome of thirst. Take my soul from me so that I will not 
die of thirst." These words caused God to hear <Gen. 21:17). 
(Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:15> 

This is a powerful picture of Ishmael dying of thirst 

in the desert. While it unsympathetically blames Ishmael's 

idolatry for the lack of water, his sincere cry to God is 

heeded and he is saved. Here, Ishmael is praised for crying 

out to God. This midrash is in sharp contrast with the 

earlier condemnati~n of Abraham for not calling out to God. 

c. "She left the child Lmder one of the bushes. 11 R. Meir said: 
"It is the way of broom bushes to grow in the desert. R. Issi 
[and others say R. AmmiJ said~ ''It was under one of the bushes 
where the ministering angels spoke to him" (Gen. 21:17>. 
<Bereshit Rabbah 53:13, Tanhuma naNidpas, Vavaytze 
#5, Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:5) 

This midr9sh e>:plains the purpose of a seemingly 

superfluous phrase, "under one of the bushes." Bushes are a 

common Biblical meeting place between a person and God. 

?,1:16 "And she went and sat down at a distance, a bowshot 
"-

away; for she thought, 'Let me not look on as the child 

dies. And sitting thus a-far, she burst into tears." 

Commentary: Hagar's passivity and acceptance of the 

imminent death of her child is surprising. She does not try 

and look for water, but leaves him to die by himself. It is 

only then that she burst into tears. One would expect that 

she, as his mother, would want to be at his side as he died 

rather than to abandon him. Perhaps the scene is 

melodramatically set in this manner so that we are to 
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identify with her and sympathize. In addition, the author 

includes an interesting detail: a distance is a bowshot 

away. Perhaps, it is his way of foreshadowing Ishmael's 

future as a bowman <Gen. 21:20). 

Midrashim: 

a. "And sitting thus afar." 
Rabbah 2:9) 

It denotes a mile. (Bamidbar 

This short midrash explicates the ambiguous phrase 

"and sitting thus afar." 

b. Three wept and the Holy One heard their weeping. They are: 
Hagar, Esau, and Hezekiah. Where does Scripture teach us about 
Hagar? It says, "And sitting thus afar, she burst into tears. " 
And where do we learn that the Holy One heard the sound of her 
weeping? ScriptL1re says, "For God has heeded the cry of the boy 
where he is. Come, lift up the boy" <Gen. 21:17-18). <Avot 
D'Rabbi Nathan, chapter 47) 

Hagar must have been righteous, for she merited God 

hearing and acting upon her sorrow •. . This midra.sh is ironic 

because the Biblical text states that God heard the cry of 

the boy. 

c. R. Berekiah said she began to reproach God, saying: 
"Ruler of the Universe, yesterday You promised me, "I will 
greatly multiply your seed'' <Gen. 16:10) and today he is 
perishing~" Immediately we then read, "God heard the cry of the 
boy, arid angel of God called to Hagar" (Gen. 21: l 7) . 
R. Simon said: 11 The angels sought to bring char·ges against him 
[ l shmael J, saying: "Ruler of the Uni verse, wi 11 YoLl cause a 1-Jel 1 
to come up for one who will one day try to slay Your children 
with thirst? It is more proper for You to cause a well to spring 
up for the six thousand who will one day say before You, 'This is 
My God, I will glorify Adonai · <E>:odus 15:2). God retorted: 
'But now, is he righteous or wicked?' They replied: 'He is 
righteous. ' WhereL1pon God said: ' I judge a person on 1 y on what 
s:he is now.' Hence it is written, 'When God ~;ee".:; iniquity, God 
does not consider it' (Job 11:11). <Shemot Rabbah 3:2 and 
Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:16) 
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Hagar reproaches God for not fulfilling the Divine 

promise that Ishmael will multiply Abraham's seed. The 

author is making a word play; the word "keshet" (bow> is 

identified as "kashi m" <hard words) . In addition, the 

angels' charge against Ishmael is that his descendants will 

refuse to grant the exiled Israelites water to drink. 

d. In the Book of Psalms it is written, "Hear my prayer, 
Adaonai; give ear to my cry; do not disregard my tears." [Sarai 
said:J You were not silent to Hagar's tears, but you are silent 
to mine! If you say [you heeded Hagar's tearsJ because she was a 
beloved convert, I am also a convert, as it says, "For like all 
my forebears I am an alien, resident with You'' CPs. 39:13). 
<Bereshit Rabbah 53:14 and Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

This midrash emphasizes Hagar's status as a sincere 

convert. It is a very positive portrayal of her. 

21: 1 7 "God heard the cry of the bay, and an angel of God 

called to Hagar from heaven and sai~. to her, 'What troubles 

you, Hagar? Fear not, for God has heeded the cry of the boy 

where he is. ·" 

Commentary: In Gen. 21:16 the last scene is Sarah crying, 

separated from her son, fearing his imminent death. In this 

verse and continuing into Gen. 21:18, there is a dramatic 

shift and the beginning of their rescue. In Gen. 21:16 

Sarah is crying, while here God hears the cry of the boy. 

The author had not told us how the boy was reacting; this is 

the first mention of Ishmael's feelings. We are left to 

ask: Why didn't God respond to Hagar's cry? The text 



shifts between God and the angel. Finally, a rhetorical 

question is asked of Hagar: "What troubles you, Hagar?" The 

angel never waits for her answer. She is crying over the 

possible death of her son and the angel responds by assuring 

her of his secure futurec "I will make a great nation of 

him" <Gen. 21: 18). It seems as if the angel in this 

monologue is speaking directly to Hagar's fears. 

Midrashim: 

a. Don't be amazed that [Godl sent angels to Jacob while not to 
Joseph, for angels even spoke with-Hagar, as it is written, "And 
an angel of God called to Hagar." How many angels spoke with 
her? R. Levi said and our masters [agreed J: "three. " ( Tanhuma 
naNidpas, Vayishlach 82a> 

b. "And an angel of God called to Hagar. " It occured becaL1se of 
Abraham's merit. (YaUwt Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

Both of these midrashim remark about the same fact: an 

angel of God spoke to Hagar. She must have deserved this 

direct communication on God's part 6y virtue of some act and 

the commentators are interested in interpretating what her 

merit might be. It is clear, however, in the second midrash 

that God responded to Hagar because of Abraham's merit. 

c. He went and cast himself beneath the thorns of the 
wilderness, so that the moisture might be upon him, and said: "0 
God of my father Abraham! If it is Your will to cause me to 
drink, please give me water so I don't die of thirst." And God 
paid heed to him, as it i~ said, "For God has heeded the cry o-f 
th boy." (F'irkei D ' Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30) 

This rabbinic passage explains that while the Biblical 

text mentions Haga.r's tears, Ishmael also cried, as it is 

written: "God heard the cry of the boy. 11 ThLts, God wci.s 

responding to Ishmael's prayers. 
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d. R. Si man said in the name of R. Joshua b. Le\li: "The Holy 
One does not judge a person except at the time when that person 
is there, as in the te>:t, "Fear not, ·for- God has heeded the cry 
o f the boy where he is. " ( F'. T. Rosh Hash an ah l: 3, 'lb, Shei 1 tot, 
Ha-azinu #64, and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:16-17) 

Ishmael was innocent as this point in time, so God 

heeded his cry. This interpretation appeared above in 

midras him on Gen. 21:16. 

e. Although Hagar went astray after idols, she lifted up her 
voice and wept, yet it says, "God has heeded the cry of the boy 
wher-e he is. " The e:·: pressi on, "wher-e he is 11 we i nterpr-et to 
imply that he was still a minor in the eyes of the heavenly 
court. For whereas in the human court, here below, the age of 
liability is reached at thirty years, in the heavenly court it is 
reached at twenty years; before that age, even if one is guilty, 
one is not punished. Hence the ph_rase, 11 where he is. 11 

<Zahar· 1J.8b) 

God's compassion for Ishmael o~ly der-ived from his 

status as a minor. 

f. "Where he is." God heeded Ishmael ' s cry because of his own 
merit. It is better to pray for oneself than to pray for others. 
<Yalkut Shimoni, Vayera #94) 

This passage is another rabbinic comment that God 

heeded Ishmael's own cry. It is similiar to a number of 

passages which state that God loves the tear-s of barren 

women. All of these passages emphasize that when a person 

cries out to God, God responds and heeds his/her prayers. 

21: 18 "Come, lift up the boy and hold him by the hand, for 

I will make a great nation of him." 

Commentary: In this verse Ishmael is described as being 

very fragile and frail. Hagar is commanded: "?e · i 11 



<lift up) the boy and hold him by the hand. Ishmael is not 

called a child but a boy in this verse. The phrase: "hold 

him by the hand" is idiomatic for lending support and 

encouragement (Speiser, Genesi s , p.156). I have not 

included any midrashi m because they do not directly relate 

to the relationship between Sarah and Hagar. 

21:19 "Then God opened her- eyes and she saw a well o+ 

water. She went and filled the skin with water, and let the 

boy drink." 

Commentary: Hagar resumes her role as Ishmael's caretaker. 

She is very active in this verse, it being as if she has 

awakened from her earlier total passivity and is now ready 

to take control of the situation. .G.od opens her eyes. But 

were they closed from her tears and the sand of the desert? 

The Biblical writer is making a wordplay between, "vayif~ach 

et ayneha" <opened her eyes> and "beayr mavim" <well of 

water>, sinr:e the word "aync:.ha" could mean her wells. God 

allows her to see a well of water which is their salvation. 

Was the well there all along and only now she was able to 

see it? In Genesis 16:13-14 Hagar has a parallel experience 

of being saved by a well. There she names it: "Beer-lahai-

roi," whi 1 e here the wel 1 is Lmnamed. 

84 



El5 

Midrashim: 

a. R. Benjamin b. Levi and R. Jonathan b. Amram both said: 
"All may be presumed to be blind, Ltntil the Holy One enlightens 
their eyes. This is learned from the following verse, 'Then God 
opened her eyes and she saw.'" (Bereshit Rabbah 5:3:14) 

Hagar was unable to see the well of salvation until 

God opened her eyes, allowing her to see it. 

b. The well which was created at twilight [of the eve of the 
first Sabbath in the week of Creation] was opened for them there, 
and they went and drank and filled the bottle with water, as it 
is said, "Then God ·opened her eyes and she saw a. well of water." 
<Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 30 and Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 
21 : l 9) 

This unnamed well was created for a special purpose; 

it was there to save Hagar and Ishmael. ThL1s, we can 

conclude that the well was everpresent, it was only now 

that she was able to perceive its redemptive quality. 

c. When one prays for dew, one must mention the merit of the 
ancestors, as it says about his [Abraham's] handmaid, "fhen God 
opened her eyes." CMishnat Rabbi Eliezar) 

When one prays for dew, one sho~ld mention Hagar. Just 

as God opened up her eyes and she was able to act, seeing 

the water of survival, so, too, God will give you dew which 

is a symbol of salvation. 

d. "She went and filled with skin with water." This pr-aves that 
she was lacking in faith. CBereshit Rabbah 53:14 and Yalkut 
Shimoni, Vayera #95) 

According to this midras.ti_, Hagar- should not have filled 

the skin with water because it showed that she feared the 

well would disappear again. A true woman of faith would not 

have needed to act in this manner. 

e. Should car-a.vans consisting of children of Dedanites 
(relations) act in this manner? Did the father [of Israel} 
behave so to your ancestor ? What is written in connection with 
your ancestor? "Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of 



86 

water. She went and filled the skin with water, and let the boy 
drink." You, however, have not fulfilled the eNhortaion: "Meet 
the thirsty with water" <Isa. 21:14>. <Eikhah Rabbah 2:4) 

This final midrash refers to the relationship between 

the Ishmaelites and the Israelites in the desert; the 

Ishmaelites refused to give their relatives water to drink. 

Their behavior is condemned as inappropriate, for the God of 

Israel had saved Ishmael by giving.him water to drink. 

Perhaps this is the historical background against which the 

stories about Hagar and Ishmael at the well were written. 



PART TWO: RABBIN IG . VI~WS OF THE RELA TIONSHIP BETWEEN 

SARAH AND HAGAR 
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A. A Biblical Overview 

The first step in painting the rabbinic portraits of 

the relationship between Biblical characters such as Sarah 

and Hagar is to understand clearly the stories written about 

them in the Bible. In order to accomplish this goal, I will 

begin with some general conclusions about Genesis 16 and 

Genesis 21, the chapters which contain the stories about 

their inter-relationship. 

Genesis 16 can be titled: "The Birth of Ishmael. " It 

is a story about the conflict between certain specific legal 

rights and human feelings. The first conflict between 

Sarai 's legal responsibility and her feelings occurs when 

Sarai decides to offer her handmaid Hagar to her husband 

Abram in order to insure that he will have a son. As we 

learned from Nuzi texts, she was legally obligated to 

provide her husband with a concubine because she was barren. 

The plot thickens as Hagar conceives, which allows her to 

claim equality with her mistress. Sarai became very angry 

and blames Abram for Hagar ' s change in attitude. The Code 

of Hammurabi adds to our understanding here: Sarai was 

rightfully angry with Hagar, for it was forbidden for a 

handmaid ta claim equality with her mistress. Thus, the 

second conflict between a specific legal right and a human 

feeling occurs when Abram realizes that he must grant Sarai 

authority over Hagar. He does so unwillingly, as seen in his 

words, "deal with her· as you think right" <Gen. 16:6). He 

allows Sarai to do with Hagar as the law allows, even though 

88 



he does not whole~heartedly agree. 

The third example of a conflict between a specific 

legal right and a human feeling is the conversation between 

the angel and Hagar after she ran away from Sarai. The 

angel tells her to return and submit to Sarai ' s harsh 

treatment. The text does not describe God reprimanding 

Sarai for mistreating Hagar. On the contrary, Hagar, as 

her slave, is expected to return and accept the consequences 

of breaking the social and legal ·norms of her society. 

-
However, there are two scenes which seem to show the 

author's empathy with Hagar's situa~ion. The fi.r-st is the 

aetiology of her son Ishmael's name. He is called Ishmael, 

"for- Adonai has paid heed to your suffering" <Gen. 16: 11). 

The second is the aetiology of the well, Beer-lahai - roi, 

"You are El-roi, by which she meant, Have I not gone on 

seeing a-fter God saw me 11 <Gen. 16: l:::::>. Not only did she 

merit that God be aware of her suffering, but she also was 

seen by God! 

One can theorize several reasons why these stories were 

told. The chapter explains several important events in 

early Israelite history which needed to be explained. 

First, how Abram came to have a son by another woman. 

Second, how his son came to be called Ishmael and how he 

fits into the Biblical world. Finally, how the well came to 

be named Beer-1 at·1ai-_roi. 

Genesis 21 can be titled: "The Bir-th of .L saac and the 

E:·:pulsi. on of Hagar· and r~:;hm;:i.el." The chapter focuses on hc::M 
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the birth of Isaac totally rearranged the family system. 

Up to this point in the Genesis narratives, Sarah was 

unhappily barren. After his birth, she is happy and laughs 

saying, "God has brought me laughter; everyone who hears 

will laL1gh with me" <Gen. 21 :6). However, once he was 

weaned, she became protective of her son's future 

inheritance and orders Abraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael. 

Abraham is very unhappy that Sarah wants his son expelled, 

so God has to reassure him that it is through Isaac that 

the line shall be continued. God ·al so adds, "As f e>r the 

son of the slave-woman, I will make a nation of him, too, 

for he is your seed" <Gen. 21: 1 :3). Hagar, too, is changed 

by Isaac's birth; her physical security is now in jeopardy. 

Abraham has given her only the bare necessities for them to 

survive in the desert. When her water runs out, she is 
. 

saved only through Divine intervention. Finally, the birth 

of Isaac has affected Hagar so profoundly that she cannot 

return to live with Abraham and Sarah. The text says that 

Ishmael dwells in the wilderness, but does not mention where 

Hagar resides. 

One can postulate why the stories found in Genesis 21 

were told. First, Isaac is such a significant figure in the 

Bible that his birth must be explicated in great detail. He 

is born to his parents after many years of barrenness and 

this supernatural event must be explained. Second, the 

aetiology of the name Isaac must be explained. Finally, the 

chapter must account for the role of the lshmaelites in the 



Bi b 1 i ca 1 wor-1 d. 

There are many similarities between these two chapters 

and yet there ar-e significant differences. Biblical critics 

attribute Genesis 16 to the author-ship of J, as seen in its 

use of Yahweh as God's name. These scholars believe except 

for the first five verses, Genesis 21 , was written by E, as 

seen in its use of Elohim as God's name. Speiser adds to 

our understanding of the difference in the authors· styles. 

He writes: 

E seeks to explain peopl~ and their actions, 
but he does so with the aid of words rather 
than deeds. If E's characters do more reasoning 
than J's, they are also l•ss natural and 
impLllsive. 1 . 

Each character undergoes a major personality change 

from Genesis 16 to Genesis 21. In Genesis 16, Sarai is 

angry at Hagar's change in attitude toward her. She was 

also jealous of Hagar's ability to conc~ive. Her anger is 

so fierce that it erupts, causing her to mistreat Hagar. 

She is clearly portrayed as the mistress with cer-tain legal 

rights which give her the means to insure that her maid 

submit to her authority. Yet, in Genesis 21 we see another 

side of Sarah's personality. She is thrilled that she has 

given birth. She is totally focused on her new son Isaac 

and then suddenly realizes that Ishmael may be a threat to 

Isaac's future inheritance. She wor-ries only about Ishmael; 

she does not seem jealous of Hagar. Her demand that Abraham 

expel Ishmael and Hagar seems cruel, yet God supports it. 

One can conclude that Sarah succeeded in rooting out 
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any potential threat to Isaac's inheritance. Isaac reigns 

supreme because Ishmael and Hagar reside in the desert, and 

her position as Abraham's wife has been restored. 

In Genesis 16 Hagar is Sarai 's slave. She is a pawn 

in Sarai 's hands, used to insure that Abram has a son. Once 

she conceives, her respectful attitude toward her mistress 

changes to contempt,. While she seemed passive in the 

beginning when Sarai gave her to Abram, in the end of the 

chapter she actively runs away after Sarai mistreats her. 

Hagar has a conversation with an a~gel of God who tells her 

that in return for submitting to her mistress' harsh 

treatment, God will greatly increase her offspring. Hagar 

is a slave who lacks control over her life, but here she 

does have the freedom to express her deepest feelings. She 

probably despised Sarai and her contempt expressed itself 

once she conceived Abram's child. In the Ancient Near East, 

fertility insured a woman's self-respect and a certain 

degree of power. Once Hagar conceived she was freer to 

express her deepest resentments. 

In Genesis 21 we see another portrait of Hagar. She is 

cast in the role of the innocent bystander. Sarah is 

jealous of Ishmael and, as a result, she wants Abraham to 

cast them both out! In this chapter she is only important 

in relationship to her son. The author has painted a 

pathetic scene. Hagar is cast out by Abraham without a word 

and is given only a minimal amount of food. ~:lhe is thr-ust 

into the desert and wanders about without knowing her way. 

92 



93 

She leaves her son under one of the bushes because she 

cannot bear to see him die. Finally, the author describes 

her as bursting into tears! When the angel asks her 

questions, she does not even respond. It is only through 

God's goodness that she is saved. The writer portrays Hagar 

as a good mother who gave her son water to drink before she 

herself drank. And then Hagar's final act is to find a wife 

for him from the Egyptians, her own people. 

It is clear that the relationship between Sarah and 

-
Hagar changes from Genesis 16 to 21. Each chapter relates a 

different story about the reason for Hagar ' s departure. In 

Genesis 16 Sarai expels Hagar because of her tactless 

behavior. However, in Genesis 21, Ishmael is the unwitting 

cause of Sarah ' s fury. She saw him playing and became 

concerned about her son Isaac's future inheritance. 

The two chapters also relate different endings. In 

Genesis 16, Ishmael is saved and will be made a great nation 

in return for Hagar's return to the camp and submission to 

Sarai 's harsh treatment. However, in Genesis 21, while 

again God promises that Ishmael will be a great nation, he 

does not return to their camp. He resides in the desert and 

his mother marries him off to an Egyptian woman. 

There are many questions raised after reading the 

Biblical narratives, especially since the Bible is tersely 

written leaving many details untold. Thus, in order to 

understand rabbinic attitudes toward the relationship 

between Sarah and Hagar,we must raise all the questions left 



unanswered in the Biblical text. It will then be the role 

of the authors of the m.i..ill..::.9..2.D_ to f i 11 in the manv 1.:.:iaps in 

the ti:?:·:t. 

Since ~he Biblical text does not relate any 

conversation between Sarah and Hagar, we must ask: ~·Jhat did 

they say to each other? In Genesis 16, when Sarai gave 

Hagar to Abram, how did they both feel ? What was Hagar 

tt1inking when she acted contemptuously t oward her mistress? 

What did Hagar say to Sarai when she began to be mistreated? 

Hagar was already pregnant with AGram's child once Sarai 

began to treat her harshly. Why wasn't Abram more 

concerned? Why does God allow him to expel Hagar? 

In Genesis 21 many more questions arise. What was 

Ishmael doing that bothered Sarah so much·> Why isn't Sarah 

jealous of Hagar'} How could Sarah tell Abraham to e:·:pel 
. 

them? Once Hagar was in the desert, why did she leave 

Ishmael under one of the bushes? When the angel asked her 

questions why didn't she respond? What made Hagar merit 

God's direct concern? And, finally, we must answer 

questions which relate to Hagar after the experience in the 

desert. Where does Hagar reside? Does she marry and have 

any other children? What happens to her? 

I will attempt to present the Rabbis' answers to these 

questions by weaving together the many rabbinic passages 

about Sarah and Hagar into one multi-textured piece. Then I 

will draw some general conclusions about the relationship 

between these two Biblical women. 



8. A Rabbinic Portrait of Sarah and Hagar 

In order to understand Sarah and Hagar better, the 

Rabbis were very interested in extrapolating the background 

of each character because neither of their births is 

mentioned in the lorah. In regard. to Sarai, it is merely 

stated. "Abram and l\lahor took to themsel ve~s wives? tl"le n,::1mt';> 

of Abrams wife being Sarai and that of Nahor's wife Milcah, 

the dc:1ugr1tet- of Har-.:m, the father of t'lilcah anc:I I<:>c<'~h" (l3en. 

l 1 : ~~9) • ·rhis verse explains that Milcah is the daughter of 

Haran, though it does not include Sarai ' s lineage. T'hus, 

the Rabbis conclude that Iscah is another name for Sarai and 

she is also the daughter of Haran. The iollowing passages 

explain the aetiology of the name Iscah, in this regard: 

Now Sarai was the daughter of Haran, as it is 
said, "?~nd {~b1··am a.nd NahQr· took to themselves 
wives, the name of Abram s wife being Sarai 
and that of Nahor's wife Milcah, the daughter of 
Ha1·- an, th<0 +.:.;i.ther· of Milcah and IscElh" (Gen .. 
11:29>. Iscah being another name ~or Sarai 
out of whom the whole world ~as peopled.~ 

Now that Sarai 's birth has been explained, the Rabbis 

attempt to di~:;;cern the meaning of her "nickname" Isc:1h: 

f~ .. l~3a.::\c: s.:.l.id: "lscah is ~:3arai; and why was ·.::; he 
callr:,~d Iscc:1h? Dc=:~c:ause she discerned 1 '~:,,,·~kethdl'"1'' 

by me::rns of l:he Holy Spirit, as it i~::; Sc'lid, 
'Whatever Sarah tells you, do as s he says' 
( Uen. 21 : 12) • :;:!' 

Another explanation why Sarai is cal Led lscah is that all 

qa;::ed, "soc:hin," c:1t ht::!r- be~<Llty. 4 

In regard to Hagar's name and background, the Rabbis 



~Jhe. was a l1andma.i.d~ 11 rn<::i.lug" (of plucking) whom 
Abram was bound to support but might net sell. 
R. ~3himon b. L.:.'\k:l~:;h was asked: "V.Jhat is the 
me.:'1.ni ng of whc:\t we J. ea1~nt: 'set-vant~J o+ 
p l L.l c k i n g ' ? 11 11 

1..-J hat '/ o u p l u c k , you p l u c k , " ti e 
answered. 5 

Hagar's background is explained in the following passage~ 

FL Shi man b. Yohai said: "Hagar was the cl aught.er 
Pharaoh. When Pharaoh saw what was done on 
Sarah's behalf to his own house (Gen. 12:17), he 
tock his daughter and gave her to Sarah. He said: 
It is better that my daughter be a handmaid in 

that house than a mistress in another house. 
Thus., i.t is wr·ittr:m: 'She had <:1r1 Fgypt:ian handrn<::i.i.d 
\\1hose n,:~me ~'k\S H,7.\ga1·-.. U3en. 16: 1) . "..:, 

This pac,;sage shows that Haqar c:ame frCJm r-oy,::11 s;t.:oc:k and 

thus, she is fit to be both Sarah's slave and Abraham's 

con cub i r1e. Similarly, another passage explains that Hagar 

the miracles performed in his house on her behalf <Gen.20). 7 

Since the Rabbis are interested in providing missing 

details concerning Biblical characters, they describe Sarah 

as being very beautiful. Regarding her beauty, it is said: 

All women vis-a-vis Sarah are like apes compared 
to humans. [In r':\ddition, it is 5,:;i.id:J S,:;i.r.:::-1h did 
not know that she was beautiful until Abraham 
told her; and that is the way it is supposed 
to be, for women should not know they are 
bec.,utiful.ei 

8y contrast, the Rabbis did not discuss Haqar's physical 

attr"ibutes. 

It is clearj therefore, that the Rabbis tried to 

extrapolate a larger picture of the personalities of both 

Sarah and Hagar because the Biblical material is so terse. 



passaqes.:; cr-itical of l1et- beh.::i.vi.or cc:\n be found, 

thoug ht to have been very righteous, as we note in th e 

following passage: 

fhe Holy One tries the righteous, each according 
to his/her power. God tried Sarah for ninety 
year·s and then listened to her pr ayers, qi vi ng 
he1~ a son. 'l1 

She was al s o pictured as an excepti·onal woman who observed 

all the laws of the Torah: 

"As +or· what I souqht furt~1er but did not find, I 
found only one human being in a thousand, but a 
woman among all these have I not found'' <Eccl. 
7:28), Usually, i+ a tbousand men take up the 
s tudy of Scripture, a hundred of them proceed to 
the study of Mishnah, ten to Talmud, and one of 
them becomes qualified to decide questions of 
law. That is vJh.~~t is ~..,r(tten, "I found one human 
being in a thousand. 11 "One human being" r·E~fer~::; to 
(-~braham. "But a v.Joman a mong <:.:i.l 1 thf2se have I not 
foL1nd" re+er·s to Sarah. 10 

In this r!J..i d rash, the phrase appplied to Sarah was probably 

meant as a rhetorical question, al t hough some commentators 

explain it as making a positive statement about Sarah ' s 

e:-: cr~pt i on i:d c hair act.c=~ r .. ; perhaps she tNas even a sc::hoJ. ar .. ! 

Additionally, it is written: 

F' r- o verb s :;.1, "Awo m,;,\n o·f Valour," a lso is [,O\n 
al p h a l::i e tic acros tic] wr· i t ten f r a m " c.1l e ph" t o 
" t av . '' It. ~>Jas "composed t'.\ b o ut Sarah, as i t is 
sa id, ''It i s fo r h e r -F e a r o f Adonai that a wo m.:tn 
~s t!:J be pr a i ~rnd" (P r o v . :~; li .SO > . Th e t wo a+ them 
[ Abrah a m a nd Sar_hJ o b ser ved the lorah f r om 
th e beg i n ning to t h e e nd . L' 

Dne line wl ·dch describes her per·sonalit y i ~;. inc::ludf2d here: 

"l"k 1n y wo men h a v e d o n e we l 1 11 CF'rov. 3 1 =29> , t h ese 
are t h e mat r·i 21r c h s . ''But you surpass t l1 e m r.111 " 
<Prov . :::; 1 ;29), as it is sa i d, ' ' Loo~:: back to 
Abrah a m yo u r fat her and to Sarah wh o brou.ht y o u 
fort l1 " < l: sa . 5 1: 2> .. 1 2 



Tnus, Sarah is considered to have been a very unusual and 

spec i i':\ l wornari. 

In addition, Genesis 18 describes Sarah as beinq in her 

tent when the angels come to visit. The following passage 

explains her actions which emphasize her modest nature: 

"And they satd to him: ·lAJhere is Sarr<.;i.h your l·•Jifr.~'?" 

i~nd he said, "There, in the tent" <Gen. 18~9); 

this is to inform us that she was modest. Rabbi 
Judah said in Rav's name [and some say Rabbi 
IsaacJ: l'he ministering angels knew that our 
mother Sarah was in the tent, but why emphasize 
that she was there? Ih order to make her 
more beloved to her husband. 13 

Sarah's righteous character is noted in many rnirtrashifil. 

Note the following illustration which speaks about her: 

Here it is writtr.m, "His offE.'rinq 1·~as one r:;;:i.lver· 
dish" (Numbers 7:'/9). "Silvet-" implies that sl1e 
was a righteous woman, and may be compared with 
the te:-: t ~ "the tonque of the 1r i ghteous is .35 

choice silvi:::>r" <F'1rov. 11)::20). "Dne" symbolize~:; 

that she was the only righteous woman in her 
generation. 14 

On the negative side, this r.nJ..itr. .. ash lists many female 

character defects and three of these traits are applied to 

Sarah: 

R. Levi said: "~•Jomen posses~.;; the follm'\linq four 
charcteristics: They are greedy, inquisitive, 
envious, and lazy .•.• Whence do we know them to be 
inquisitive'=' For· i.t i.s 1.-'Jritten, "And C:Ja1~ah he<.:1.r-d 
in the tent door' (ben. 18: 10). tha.t i!:, she was 
eavesdropping on the angel ...• Whence do we know 
that they an;:~ lazy·::- F'or- i.t 1s •~r·itten, 'l'lo:i.kE.' 
ready qLli.ckly thr-ee rnE1asur·es o+ +u1e meal · (CJen. 
18:6)." The Rabbis <.:<dded two more d1arracter .. i~:;t.ic:s: 
they are complainers and gossips. Whence do we know 
t.he\t they are cornpl ai ners ·? For it i !5 Wl"i ttPn, "()nu 
Sar«::1i said to r~br-aham, 'The t•.ir-ong done ITIE? is your 
fault!' (Gf'.m. 16:~5.l. 1 ~ 

l~ addition, one could prove from the Biblical text that 



t3arah Wc3.S a.lso qrf'?edy, as -:;een in the followi11q: "(>.'.l.st out 

that slavewoman and her son, for the sen of that slave 

shal 1 not sh<.~re in the inher-itance with my son Isaac" <Gen. 

:'21:10). Also, one could say that Sar-ah was very envious of 

Hagar as seen in Genesis 16. 

From these examples, we see that the Rabbis painted a 

r-ealistic picture of Sarah, which included both her positive 

and negative character traits. 

Sarah lived childless for many year-s, and her 

barrenMess was a difficult burden for her. The rabbinic 

tradition is inter-ested in explaining why Sarah, our- mother, 

had to endure barrenness, for attem~ting to understand her 

situation, the Rabbis make her into the infertile woman, 

par-el·: eel lance. Note the following illustration: 

R. Nachman said in the name of Rabbah b. Abbuha: 
"Our mother Sarah vJas i r1capab 1 e of procreation +or 
it is said, ' And Sarai was . barren; she had no 
child' <Gen. ll::so>; she did not even have a 
~"-lonib. 1 6 

It seems that these Rabbis believe that Sarah was unable to 

bear a child because of a physical problem. 

Other Rabbis explain Sarah's infertility theologically, 

basing their explanations on the Jewish belief that good 

will be rewarded and evil punished. Thus, the Rabbis tried 

to explain what Sarah did which brought about the change in 

her life enabling her to finally have a child at age ninety. 

There are several explananations given in this regard, one 

of 1"-ll1ich rec:1ds: 

"Though the fiq tree does not bud" (Hab. :~.:17) 

a 1. l u d E? s t Cl (:) b r· ah C.'.\ m • a:; i n t h (= \ · tc> r s (= , " Y our f at h er s 

99 



seemed to Me like the first fig to ripen on a fig 
tree" <Hosea 9:10). "(..~nd no vield is on the vine" 
<Hab. ::;:17> alluded to Sarah, a~~ you read, "Your 
wife shall be like a fruitful vine within your 
house" (F's. i:~·:F.J::~;). "ThoLtqh the olive cTop has 
"kechach" (failed) 11 <Hab. :~;:17) r·!-:-fers to the 
faces· of the men who gave good tidings to Sarah 
which shone 1 i l::e an olive. Were they "kach.:\sheem" 
<lying>? No, but "the fields produce no grain" 
(Hab. 3:17), which means "though sheep have 
vanished from the fold" <Hab. :::;;:17). This has the 
same connotation as i. n the verse, 11 For· you, My 
flock, flock that I tend, are people; and I, your 
Shepherd, am your God-declares Adonai God'' <Ez. 
:~;4·:21>. Addition,~lly it is writtE!f1, "And no 
cattle are in the pen'' <Hab. 3:17) which has the 
s.::1me meaning as in this verse, "Ephraim bec1:\me a 
trained heifer, but pr~ferred to thresh'' <Hos. 
10:11). Subsequently, however, Sarah exclaimed: 
"li..Jhat ! Arn I to 1 o~:;e + ai th in my creator! Heaven 
forbid! I will not lo~>e faith in my C:reatm·, Yet 
will I rejoice in Adonai, exult in the God who 
delivi:~rs me' <Hab. 3:1.8)." The Holy One said to 
hi.'?r: "Since you did not lose your faith, I, too, 
will not give you cause to lose faith." Thus, it 
is written: "Adonai took notE~ o+ Sarah. 1117 

This midrash is a wonderful example of the rabbinic style of 

linking disparate verses together to prove an idea. Here~ 

the verses from the prophet Habakkuk prove that just as 

Israel had suffered in the past, did not lose faith~ and was 

rewarded, so too, Sarah suffered? did not lose faith, and 

was rewarded with a son for maintaining her faith. Her 

righteous actions merited her bearing a son at the age of 

ninety. Another passage which explic2tes this idea of 

Sarah ' s righteousness is included here: 

11 Adonai took note of Sat-ah 11 (Gen. 21: l) . f\:. Aha 
said: "fhe Hal y One is a trustee; Pimal f.?k 

deposited with God bundles of thorns [wrong
doings], therefore God returned to him bundles of 
thorns [punishments], as it ~:;aysi 'I t:\m e:·:actinq 
U1e penalty for what ?~malek did to Israel· <l L::;am. 
15:2>. Sarah deposited with God a store of pious 
acts and good deeds~ therefore Adonai returned her 
[the reward for] these, <:\S it ~'i i:Vy' S~ · 11donai took 



note of Sar-ah ' (Gen. 21: 1). 111 w 

Sarah deposited righteous actions with God, and was 

rewarded with the birth of a son. 

The Rabbis explained Sarah's sudden ability to bear a 

son in other ways, as well. R. Isaac said that merit was 

attributed to her as a result of her actions in the 

incidents with Pharaoh and Abimelech. 19 Another source 

believes that Sarah was able to give birth only because of 

Abraham's piety. 20 An anonymous source comments that Abram 

and Sarai 's names were changed to_ Abraham and Sarah as a 

reward for their recitation of the correct blessings. This 

name change allowed Sarah to bear i child. 21 Finally, this 

idea that a name change affected Sarah's luck is included 

t'1bram said fLtrther ~ "Si nee You have granted me no 
off·spring" <Gen. 15: :::;.) • R. Samuel b. Isaac 
commented: "[Abram saiq:J My planetar-y fate 
oppresses me and declares, 'Abram cannot beget a 
child.' The Holy One said to him: ' Let it be even 
as your words: Abram and Sarai cannot beget but 
{)braham and Sarah can beget. ' 1122 

rhus, by changing their names, God freed them from the 

influence of the stars. 

While the Rabbis' painted a rather realistic picture of 

Sarah's strengths and weaknesses, in regard to Sarah's 

rival, Hagar, their comments are more negative. This is seen 

in the fact that they are quick to explicate the verse, 

';And she wanden~d about in the wi 1 derness of Beer .. ··sheba '' 

\Gen. 21:14), ta mean that she quickly reverted to the 

idolatry of her father's houseonce away from Abraham·s 
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influence. 23 In addition? they interpreted her actions 

at the well when she filled the skin with water <Gen. 

21:19), as showing her lack of faith. 24 

However, a· contrasting view of Hagar ' s character is 

derived from her experiences with God. Since God intervened 

to save her, her actions must have been meritorious: 

[The Rabbis note: J "To deliver Hagar the Egypti .o-1n, 
You sent five angels~ but to the six hundred 
thousand children of Sarah You sent me lMosesJ 
to deliver- them'·,' 112~ 

It is very interesting that in this passage Hagar seems to 

have had a closer, more intimate relationship with God than 

did Sarah. 

In Genesis 16: 1 :::;. , Hagar· s;ays: "Have I not gone on 

seeing after God saw me!" The following passage explicates 

her- thoughts: 

She said: "I t1ave been gr«:mted not on 1 y speech 
[with an angelJ, but eve~ with royalty, too, as 
you read, 'That You have brought me thus far?' 
(2 Sam. 7: 18). I was favoun2d l:to see the angel J 
not only when I was with my mistress, but even now 
that I am alone." f:::. Samuel said: "This may be? 
compared to a noble lady whom the king ordered to 
walk before him. She did so leaning on her maid 
and pressing her face against her. Thus, her maid 
saw Cthe kingJ, while she did not see him. ":;.";lb 

I believe these mi drash.im. ar-e an important aspect of the 

total Rabbinic picture of Hagar. She was viewed by the 

Rabbis as being more than an angry, disrespectful 

ma i dser··van t. She was seen in very positive, as well as 

The last midrash stresses that Hagar was 

able to see God while her mistress, Sarai, never saw God. 

Another similar positive m.i Q.t"~-~!!.b. regardinq Ha~.~c:1r deals 
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with the question of hDw m,·,u1y angels v:isited her·: 

How many angels visited her? k. Hamma b. R. 
Hanina s;ai.d: "Fiv~?. for each time ·speech' is 
mentioned it r£:•f1:.,"?rs to 0:1n 21ngel." The Rabbis 
said: "Four, th i. s being tr1e number of ti mes the 
wor·d 'anged occurs." [Additionally, it is said: J 
1;:. Isaac quoted: "She oversees the activites of 
her household'' <Prov. 31:~/l; Abraham's household 
were seers, so she CHagarJ was accustomed to 
them. 112 ·7 

The Rabbis conclude that she deserves great merit even 

though she is called a "bondmc.-:i.i d. " As a reward +or her 

trials and tribulations, she merits encountering many angel s 

and much contact with God. 

Yet, occasionally the Rabbis stress that Sarah indeed 

had contact with God and hers was direct while Hagar's was 

not: 

R. Judah b. R. Simon and R. Johanan in the name 
of R. Eliezer b. R. Simon said: "The Hc1ly 011e 
never condescended to converse with a woman~ save 
with that righteous woman LSarahJ, and that, too, 
was because of a particular cause. R. Abba b. 
Kahana said in R. Bi rye:\ .. s name: "An<j what a 
roundabout way God took in order to speak with 
her-, a~; it i.s writtem, '(~nd God said, 'Nay, but 
you did lauqh · (Gen. ID: 15). But it is written, 
'And she cal 1 ed (-idonai ~1ho spcike to her' <Gen. 
16:13). R. Joshua b. R. Nehemiah answere~ in 
R. IcH · s name: 'That was tht-ough an anqel. ' 
R. Leazar said in the name pf R. Jose b. Zimra~ 

'That was thr-ough the medium of Shem. '";;!El 

rhe question posed in this f!lj__cJ.r.:.e.~.b. is: ' l.o.J i th ~"ho m di d 

It contains the varied opinions of many 

Rabbis and concludes that God spoke indirectly to Hagar 

tnrough an angel. God did not talk directly to Hagar 

because Adonai only spoke directly to Sarai, that righteous 

woman. We must conclude, therefore, that the Rabbis did not 

c~nsider Hagar as righteous a woman as Sarai. It should be 



added that for many of the Rabbis, it was even difficult to 

imagine God speaking with any woman! 

In order to understand rabbinic attitudes toward Sarah 

and Hagar, we must also describe how the Rabbis pictured 

them relating to each other. In Genesis 16, their 

involved relationship began to develop as a result of 

S<?rai 's infer-·tility, Sar-ai initiating the r·elationship 

between her handmaid Hagar and Abram. In this regard, note 

the following midrashim which ex~licate the Biblical verse, 

"So ~3arai, nbr·am's wife, took her· maid, Hagar the Egyptian, 

after f:)bram had dwelt in the land o:f Canaan ten years, and 

gave hf:r- to her husband Abr-.c:i.m as concubine" (Gen. 16::5): 

"So Sarai , At3ram 's wife, took her maid, Hagar the 
Eg)-'pt i an. " She persuacled (took) her with words. 
She said to her: "How wonderful it is that you 
are to be unit~~d witr1 so holy a man."'..<!"" 

This midrashic comment is very unusual in its positive 

depiction of Sarai and Hagar ' s relationship. Herf:.~ we see 

that Sarai is trying to convince Hagar that she was lucky to 

be given to Abram. This passage pictures Sarai as being 

sensitive to Hagar's feelings of discomfort at being 

treated as an object that can be given to another person. 

It is important to note, however, that the passage does not 

include Hagar ' s response to Sarai. The writer of this 

rri1dras_IJ., must have felt uncomf<..1rtabl"'~ with H,:\gar 's total 

passjvity in the Biblical text and wanted it to appear as if 

sh2 was lucky and had to be per-suaded by her mistress to 

have sexual relations with Abram. 
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extends the Biblical text even further: 

"And [Sarai] gave her EHagarJ to her husband 
Abram as concubine" (Gen. 16::3). She gave her 
to him, but not to another; she gave her to him 
to be a wife, not to be a concubine~ 30 

This passage emphatically notes the special circumstances of 

Sarai 's giving Hagar to Abram. Sarai gave Hagar only to 

Abram; she would not have given her to any other man. 

Additionally, whil~ the original Biblical intent of the 

~-.iords "lo 1 'i =!hah" is as concubine, the word "i. sha.h" c:an 

also be translated as wife. Thus, Hagar s status was raised 

-
from handmaid to wife; fitting for Abram's partner and 

mother of his child. ·rh~ writer must have been 

uncomfortable with the idea that Abram, our father, could 

have had a son by his concubine. Now, one can better 

understand Hagar's change in attitude toward Sarai~ she bore 

Abram ' s son as his wife~ Finally, Sarai 's harsh treatment 

of Hagar is even more comprehensible; she was reacting 

to Hagar's threat to her status as Abram ' s only wife. Thus, 

the reason for the tension between them was Hagar's newly 

acquired status as Abram ' s wife~ fertility is only the 

symptom of the conflict. 

Yet, the Rabbis see a clear differ ence between Sarai 

and Hagar in their ability to conceive: 

R. Hani na b. Fc.".\zz i said: 11 Tt1orns 2u·· e nei t:h«:!r 
weeded or sown, yet of their own a ccord they qrow 
and spring u~, whereas how much pain and toil i s 
required before wheat can be made to grow. 31 

fhe analogy between the amount of care needed for thorns 

and wheat to grow is very clear and clever. The c"tuthor o+ 
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this passage believes that there is a significant 

personality difference between Sarai and Haqar. 

grows wild, is prickly, is not considered valuable~ useful, 

or- beautiful. Hagar is like a thorn which simply springs 

up; she became pregnant after the f irat act of intercourse. 

On the other hand, Sarai is like wheat, though it requires 

pain and toil, is considered valuable, useful, and necessary 

Sarai was not able to conceive 

without much pain and toil, but she and her offspring were 

considered valuable and necessary jor the perpetuation of 

the Hebrew tribe. 

Now that Hagar has conceived, ihe relationship between 

her and Sarai changes dramatically. Before, Hagar simply 

was Sarai's slave, now she thinks that she is more worthy 

than Sarai, her mistress: 

"When she saw that she ha.P· conceived, her mi stres;s 
was lowered in her esteem" ( l3en. 16: 4) . Hagar· 
said to herself: "It must be that I am more 
worthy before Adonai than Sarai, mv mistress. All 
those years that my mistress was with my master 
she did not conceive, and from one act of 
intercourse Adona:i .:d l O('led me to conceive. •i::s:.;i 

Another passage expands on the same idea: 

Ladies used to coma to inquire how Sarai was, and 
she would say to them: "(:Jo and ask about the 
wel+arc: of this poor- ('!oman [Haq:::wJ." Hdgar would 
tell them: "My mistrE~ss Sa1- r.1i is not im·1ardly 
what she is appears to be outwardly. She 
appears to be a righteous woman, but she is not. 
For had she been a righteous woman, so many years 
would not have passed without her conceiving, 
whereas J conceived in one night!" Said Sar.::\h: 
"Shal 1 I pay heed to thi. :; r,-mm.:1n and argue with 
her! No, I will argue the matter with her 
master! "::!.' 3 

r~ ~s, Sarai complains to Abram about Ha g a r. He 1 :i sten s:, and 



agrees to do with Hagar as she pleases. HS fF.,OCJn i,;l.S th i S 

happens, Sarai begins to mistreat her. Tr1e + ol 1 owing 

passage explicates the Rabbis' ideas about exactly how Sarai 

harshly treated Hagar: 

away. 

He said: "I do not car-e at all wh,31:. happens to 
her." It is written, "Then ~3<Arai treated her· 
harshly, and she ran away from her .. " ~1Jt1ile it is 
\.'Jr it ten, "He shall not have the r i gt1t to sel 1 her· 
to out.sider~:;, since hE~ broke faith with heir" 
<Exodus 21:8>; after we have made her a wife, 
shall we make her a handmaid again? I do not care 
for the better or the worse what happens to her; 
hence it is wr-i t.t.en, "Then Sar·ai t1°·ec~te:2d her 
t1arshl y, and she r·an a~--Lay firi:::im her" <Gen. .l 6: 6). 
R. Abba said: "She:~ l~3ar·ai ::I l'"f?str-aini::;~d her fr-om 
cohabitation." R. Ber-echiah said: "f.3he sL;i.pped 
her face with a slipper-.'.' R. Berechiah said in 
R. Abba ·s name: "bhe ma.de h(·21'" carry her water· 
bucke:~ts and bath towels to the bath~:;. '":!!0 4 

In r-espcnse to Sarai 's harsh treatment, Hagar runs 

An angel of Adonai finds her and asks her-: "Hagar-, 

slave of Sarai, where have you come from, and wher-e are you 

go i n g?" (Gen • 1 6: 8) • She r-eplies: ''I c'm r-unn:ing away +r·om 

my mistr-ess t3arr::i.i" (Gen. 16:8). 

Sarai is called Hagar's mistress because sh~ 
came down very hard on Hagar. Another- r-eason: 
Sarai is referred to as Hagar's mistress because 
she continues to be responsible for Hagar-. Sarai 
tried to help Hagar, but she was not able to 
change Hagar-, who was known for her lewdness and 
idol.:::\try. The proo+ te;·:t i.·5? "Bec<:\u~;e of your· 
filthy .lewdness, because I have purged you and 
you wer-e not pur-ged~ you shall not be pur-ged from 
your filthiness any more, till l have satisfied 
My fury upon you" Cl.::zek. 2;:~:1 .::;i."'"' 

We see here several possible interpretations concer-ning 

Sar-a i · s h ar-sh tr·E~i=~ t me.>nt of Hagar. One perspective concludes 

that Sarai acted appropriately toward Hagar, seeing Hagar as 

an l dol ci.t.CJ1r •1 uncleservi. nq of tJE1 1 nq pl'"t·2<,Jne:rnt ~'ii t.h Atir·<:\tn '•::; 

--1 
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ciiild. fhe other perspective views Hagar as being 

~istreated by Sarai. I am more convinced by the second 

comment because it is closer to the plain meaning (peshat> 

of the Biblical text. It appears to me that Sarai became 

Jealous because Hagar was able to conceive. At the 

beginning? . she did not truly beli~ve that Hagar would become 

pregnant, and as a result, wouid change her attitude toward 

her. This is indicated in the following passage which 

explains why God responded to Hagar's tears in Genesis 

21:16: 

{~~;;it is wr·itt.f.N1 in the J:;:<ook of f'salms~ 11 Hec:1r mv 
prayer, Adonai; give ear to my cry; do not 
disr·egard my tf~~c7lrs;" !::Sarah <:;aid~ J You 1'1ere not 
silent to Hagar's tears, but You are silent to 
mine! If You say [You heeded Hagar ' s tears] 
because she was a beloved convert, I am also a 
convert, as it says, "for- alike ,;:i.11 my forebears I 
am an alien, r-esident with You" (f's. ~;9:1:~:).~<La 

This midrash emphasizes Hagar's status as a sincere convert 

and adds to a developing, more positive picture of her. 

In Genesis 21, the conflict between Sarah and Hagar is 

over t.hei r· sons. Sarah wanted her son Isaac to inherit and 

thus wanted Abraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael. The 

following two ~idrashim explicate the difference between 

treir· children: 

"And she said, 'Who would have said to Abr·aham 
thic:i.t Sar-ah woLtld SL!ckle children!' (Gen. 21:7)." 
She suckled "banim" [which i~:5 midr·ashically 
understood asJ builder-s. 37 

The comment that Sarah suckled builders is midrashically 

understood as explicating the idea that God-fearers build up 

tne \'llorl d. On the other- hand, Hagar- · s children are not 
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mer i tori oLts: 

Should caravans consisting of children of 
Dedanites <relations) act in this manner? Did the 
father [of Israel] behave so to your ancestor? 
What is written in connection with your ancestor, 
"Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of 
water. She went and filled the skin with water 
and let the boy drink" <Gen. 21:19>. Yau, 
however, have not fulfilled the exhortation~ 
"Meet the thirsty with water" <Isa. 21:14). 36 

Thus, this mi dr::_!~~.!J. r-ef e1~s to the Ishmael it es who re·f used 

to give their relatives water to drink in the desert. rhei r 

beha~ior is condemned as inappropriate, for the God of 

Israel had saved Ishmael by giving him w~ter to drink. It 

is probable that the difference between their sons emenated 

from the~ r21bbinic Lmderst.anding of the c:H.Y:ferenc:f·:·~ bet~'!een 

Sarah and Hagar. 

The Bible clearly describes Sarah's death at the age 

of one hundred and twenty seven <Gen. 23:1), while we are 

not told when Hagar died. A ~~drash relates that Sarah died 

in the month of Marheshv,:rn, "mar" means bitter. 3 '" Ac:cordi ng 

to the Rabbis, she died because of the shock of thinking 

that Isaac had been sacrificed on the first of Tishrei. 40 

Sarah and Hagar were two women locked into a struggle 

over their ability to have children. Sarah s Jealousy and 

Hagar ' s contempt ccntribut~d ta a relationship fraught with 

much b:;msi on. The Rabbis also were keenly aware of their 

unhappy relationship, did not attempt to cover it up, but 

rather acknowledged and expanded the feelings of both women. 

They noted the clear personality differences between them 

and how their situation of 'sharing' Abram caused strife 



between them. 

C. Sarah and Hagar's Relationship with Abraham 

We have seen the rabbinic portrayal of both Sarah and 

Hagar, the next step is to see how each character relates to 

Abraham, the important male in their lives. 

Sarah and Abraham spend many years together and the 

Rabbis note that they were very close to each other, though 

he is ten year·s older th.':lt she. 4
1.· The following mj,drash 

describe Abraham and Sarah as being very close one to the 

other: 

R. Bana'ah used to mark out caves [where there 
were dead bodies]. When he came to the cave of 
Abraham, he found Eliezer the servant of Abraham 
standing at the entrance. He said to himu "What 
is Abrah;;,\rn doing?" He replied: "He is sleeping 
in the arms cf Sarahi and she is looking fondly 
at his head." He sc:~icl~ "Go and tell 'him that 
Ban a· <:i.h is standing at the· entrance. " Sc.~i d 
Abraham to h.im: "Let t-lim enter, it is we:!ll known 
that ther··e :l~::; no passion in this world. " 42 

Thus, one can conclude that when Sarah and Abraham were 

alive there indeed was passion between them. 

Abraham and Sarah also are portrayed as sharing a 

common life-work, as seen through the massive convers i on 

they ef f fected in Haran: 

Genesis 12:5 :ls applied to both Sarah and Abraham, 
"And the soul 1s that they had made in Haran. " This 
verse teaches that Abraham converted the men and 
Sarah converted the women. 43 

However, in comparison to Abraham, Sarah could not and 

was not pictured as being as righteous as Abraham by the 

Rabbis: 
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{~nothm- i ntf:.'!J''" pr··~:tat.i on~ 11 I found only cmr2 human 
bf.·)i. ng in a thuusand, 11 th2\t:. :ls Abr .. aham. "But O:\ 

wom.:in among all t.hes:;e have I not t ound," tJ1at is 
Uc:\r"ah. <Eccl. 7: 28) 44 

Sarah could never be as good or righteous as Abraham. 

This perspective is not surprising considering the prevalent 

attitudes about male superiority. 

In addition, when Abraham told Sarah to make cakes, he 

said: 11 Uuick, t.hn:ie measu1~es of chciice flo\.u- ! ~:::nead .:.~nd 

make cakE·~~-:;! ((7!t:m. 18:6)" A Talmudic passage elabcirates: 

~3c:ripture writces, "flour-" and her·e it is i.·-ir-itten~ 

"Choice flour·. 11 R. Isaac ~.:;aid: " l" rds i;;:,IHJ~,Js 
that a woman looks with a more grudqing eye 
upon guests than a man. 114~ 

This comment explicates the seeming superfluous word, 

11 solet 11 (choic:e)" Thus~ Abraham had to give Sarah specific 

instructions to provide fine meal rather than everyday 

flour. This passage presents Sarah in a unflattering light 

while praising Abraham fcir his gracious hospitality. 

They did not have children for many years. Uener::;i ~, 

16: l state~s, "S.:u·a1, (..\br-am's wife, had bornf: him 110 

children." Since the lorah does not explicitly state why 

they did not have children, thus the midras~ attempts to 

explain their barren condition. An unusual passage from 

the Talmud states that they were originally of doubtful 

sex. 46 Another midra$h relates: 

Whether it was she or he who was infertile, our 
mother Sar-ah said, "See, Adonai hc.\s kept me from 
be<::1ring. " 47 

l'he responsibility tor their infertility is definitively 

-':\ttributed to s,,;\rah by ~ier- use of the viord "me." Unce shi:-:.> 
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took responsibility for Abram's lack of children, she told 

him to consort with her handmaid, Hagar, through whom she 

hoped to have a son. Abram aqreed to her request. 

result, the Rabbis wrote: 

The Holy One said~ "Listen to me; nci one who 
hear kens to my words wi 11 SLt+ fer- a 1 ass. " The 
Rabbis taught~ there h~ve been occasions when a 
man listened Eto his wife] and, as a result, 
profited. This is the case of Abraham. When do 
we 1 e<~rn this? It is said, "?\nd Abram l1eeded 
Sc-:1rai 's n:?quest <Gen. J.6:'.Z). "48 

This passage is a positive rabbinic statement about the 

relationship between Sarah and Abraham. 

saying that Abraham was riqht to ltsten to Sarah's demand 

to take Haqar as his concubine. As a reward for listening 

to Sarah, he merited having a son, Ishmael. 

As we know, the relationship between Sarah and Hagar 

became complicated as a result of Hagar s pregnancy. 

Hagar ' s respect for her mistress decreased and Sarah was 

furious. T'he following ~LS1.C..9 .. '.?..b. e~·:presses Sarah's anger but 

directs it ta Abraham: 

Ladies used to come to inquire how Sarai was, and 
she would say to them: "Go and ask aboLtt the 
welfar£~ of this poor woman [Hagar·J." Hagar· would 
tel 1 them: "My mi stress Sara.i is not inward 1 y 
what she ls outwardly. She appears to be a 
righteous ~>Joman, but. she is not. f-or had ~;he been 
a righteous woman, so man y yea rs would not have 
passed without her conceiving ~ whereas I conce ived 
i. n one night~" Said Sar· ah: " Sh a l 1 I pay heed to 
this woman and argue with her 1 No, I will argue 
the;? me:1t ter with her mastE~1~ ! " 4 ">' 

Sarah's anger over Hagar's behavior became focused on her 

husband. This rabbinic comment is in agreement with the 

Nevertneless, the 
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Rabbis castigated her for her outburst against Abraham: 

F<. Abi n said: "One who invokes the judgment of 
Heaven against one's fellow human being is 
punished first [for ones own sinsJ, as it says: 
"And· Sarai said to Abram, ·The wrong done me is 
your fault!'" and it is subsequently written, 
"and Abraham pr-oceeded to mourn for- Sarah and ta 
bewail her" <Gen. 2::1:2>.eio 

This passage contains a rather neg~tive view of Sarai 's 

outburst against Abraham. As a result of her improper 

behavior~ her punishment was that she had to die before 

Abraham. I am surprised there a~e so many commentators who 

believed that an early death was the appropriate punishment 

for- her' 

On the other hand~ the + ol lowing mi d r-a_?h more fully 

e x plicates the pain and suffering Sarah experienced because 

of her barrenness. It paints a portrait of Abraham as a 

husband who lacked empathy for his wife: 

Sarai said to Abram: "My judgment and my pain are 
in your hands. I left my land. my birthplace, and 
my father's house <Gen.12), and you brought me 
with you on faith. I came up with you; I went 
with you before Pharaoh, king of Egypt, and 
Abimelech, king of the Philistines, and I said 
that you are my brother so that they would not 
kill you. I took Hagar, the Egyptian, as my 
servant and I gave her to you as a wife. You said 
to me that st1e is going to qive birth. I+ that 
child to whom she will give birth is the only 
means by which I will be built up, I [will suffer] 
being looked upon contemptuously by her. 
Therefore, let God be revealed and judge between 
me and you, and let God be filled with mer·cy upon 
me and you. May God make peace between me and 
you, and let the world be filled from me and you. 
Then, we will not need the son of Hagar. She is 
one of the peoples of the world who threw you into 
U1e fir· e of t.1'1e Chaldeans. ":51. 

This passage restates Sarah's claim that Abraham is 



responsible for her pain and suffering. 

the history of their years together in order to 

f"2mphasi ze tl1i:i.t she has been a 1 oyc\l and brave w:i fe, endLwi ng 

much travail through their wanderings. She prays that God 

will judge between them, and give them children. The author 

is justifying her later mistreatment of Hagar who is 

unworthy. This perspective is seen in the sentence~ "She 

is one of the peoples of the world who threw you into the 

+ i r·e of tl1e Ch al deans. " We can cone: 1 ude that the Rabbis did 

not look favorably upon Sarah.'s a~gry words to Abraham. 

Despi t.e the fact that her barrenness was a subject o+ gr·eat 

unhappine::;r,;; between the b"lo of them·, ~larah still shoL1ld not 

have showed so little respect for him. 

In l i gh t of these mi .dr a.~~.Q i_f!l, one wonders how they 

survived the trials of so many years of marriage. Perhaps 

the answer is Sarah ' s strength of ~haracter in comparison to 

Abraham, which is described in the following passage: 

The Holy one tries the righteous according to 
ones deeds. You find that it was so with Sarah. 
For twenty-five years, from the time she came to 
the Land of Israel , the Hal y One tried hE:r·. It is 
written, "Abram 1AJas seventy-five years old whe:.~n he 
departed f ram Haran" (Gen. 12: 4) • Sarah 1tJas 
sixty-five at that time; he being older than she 
by ten years. At the age of ninety, she gave 
birth to a child. Abraham was one hundred years 
al d when Isaac v..•<~s bor-r1. Isaac 1tJa.s the answer· to 
his question, "f3ha11 ,,,, c::hild be born Llnt.o him who 
is one hundred years old? And shall Sarah who is 
ninety bear'?" (Gen. 17:17), Thus v'ou find that 
the Holy One tried her according to her 
str·ength. 152 

As a result of her character, she merited giving birth 

to Isai:1c. Yet, once God told them that they would have a 
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son, the Rabbis looked for hints in the text which might 

indicate that a change had occurred in Sarah: 

It is ~'witten, "Gluick, three.~ measun?s of choice 
flour! ~:::nead and make cc.:1kt:~s! 11 (Gen. 18:6). But 
it is ·al so writ ten, "He took curds and milk and 
the calf that hc.'ld been pr-e;1pared 11 (Gen. 18: 8) • Yet 
he brought no bread before them! Ephraim 
Maksha'ah, a disciple of R. Meir, said in his 
teacher· s name: "Our patriarch At)raham ate .IJL1l l in .. 
only when undefiled, fa~ en that day our mother 
Si:'~rah had gotten her per·iod. 11 e~ 

Abraham was unable to serve the bread she baked because it 

had become impure since she had gotten her menstrual period. 

Thus, Sarah's period became the si9n that the birth of Isaac 

was poss;ible. 

Nevertheless, she laughed at him at him when it was 

announced that she would bear a son CGen. 18~12>. The 

following mi .. dr e:1s h e}:plicates this verse: 

"And Sarah 1 aughed to hf2r-sel f, saying, 'l\low 
that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment-with my 
h1_1sband so old?" <Gen. 18.: 12). This is one of the 
texts which they amended for King Ptolemy, reading 
it, 11 (-~nd Sarah laughed befor·e her relatives 
11 ge 'k~.9.Y.§.b.~h" sayi nq, After I am wa:-:ed old, I 
~.;hr.:111 h.:~ve pleasur·e." She said t.l"1us: ·-~)s long as 
a woman is young, she has her regular periods, 
while ";;:\ft.er I am wa:-:ed old, I shall have "c.~dnc:~h 11 

menses. The fact, howe:~ver, is that, "My lord is 
r.:>ld. 11 R. ,Judah said~ "He is virile, yet impotent. 
R. Judah be. R. Simon said: [fhe Holy One said:J 
"You dec:lar·e yoL1rself young and your companion 
old? yet, "Is anytt1ing too 1-iondrous for ~)donai?" 

(Gen • 1 8: 1 :~') • es 4 

Sarah ridiculed the promise on account of Abraham's age, 

t~us implying that she herself was young enough. This 

~ i dr E:.2.b. e:·: p 1 ai ns t·1er· f f£·1el i ngs about her· potential 

pregnancy at an old age. In addition, it shows her attitude 

toward Abraham and their difference in age. 
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Earlier in the Biblical text, even Abraham remarks that 

he, hims elf, is too old to bear a child. He says, "Can "~ 

child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah 

bear a child at· ninety?" <Gen. 17: 1 '7 ). R. Judan 

interpreted this verse to mean that in regard to ability to 

conceive children, a man does not grow older, but a woman 

does. Thus, he understands that there was nothing 

improbable about Abraham begetting children, he was only 

s u rprised because ?f Sarah's age.~e 

In beth Genesis 16 and Genesis 21 Abraham heeds 

sa~-ah. s demands. In the former, she wanted him to do 

something about Hagar's lack of res~ect. In the latter, 

Sarah wants him to expel Hagar and Ishmael. Abraham 

made up his own mind in Genesis 16 1 while in Genesis 21 

he needed God's words to convince him to expel them. Thus, 

it is written, "But God said to ~'br:.1':\ham, ' Do not be 

distressed over the boy or your slave; whatever Sarah tells 

V OLi, do as shi2 says·" <Gen. 21: 12). Tt1i s verse is 

m1drashi c ally interpreted to show that Sarah rules 

over Abraham~ 

"For she is a married woman" (Gen. 20:3). 
F~. Aha said: "Her husband was crowned through 
tu."r, but s~1 e was not crowned through her husband. 11 

The Rabbis said: "She is her husbanci·s ruler-. 
Usually the husband gives orders, whereas here we 
read [that she g<ave him the order]. 11150 

This passage is another piece of evidence which shows that 

t~e Rabbis understood the multifaceted dynamics in their 

relationship. Sarah and Abraham experienced many traumas 

3s well as miracles in their many years together. 
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In this r·eq ,3rd, a LlJ.idr a sh f?:·:plains that tJ10ugh they 

both got old, white-haired, and abstained from the way of 

husband and wife in the wcrldi they miraculously began to 

recover the vigor of their youth. Abraham and Sarah 

attributed this miracle to everything that had happened to 

them up to that point.e7 

The Torah relates that Sarah died before Abraham and, 

as noted earlier, many commentators attribute this to her 

strong words to him in Genesis 16:5 . When she died, Abraham 

. 
had to purchase land for- her burial <Genesis 23)" One 

midrash emphasizes that even though God had promised him the 

land, he had to buy it. Thus, because Abraham did not 

question God's promise that the land belonged to him, this 

shows that he had great faith.ea 

Abraham mourned Sarah ' s death, <:\s it is said, "And 

Abraham procE~eded to mourn for Sarah and to bewai 1 her·" 

(Gen. 23: 2) • The ·following midr'.?Sh E')·:plic:ates this vet-5(·;~ : 

Now, should you maintain that it is in honor of 
the living [that he acted thusly, it is trueJ, he 
delayed Sarah's [burial] and Sarah herself was 
pleased that Abraham should attain honour through 
h E?I'" • C";.P 

This passage show& that the delay in burial meant that 

Abraham had more time to show honor to Sarah, his dead. 

~inally, the Torah relates that both Sarah and Abraham 

were buried in Mamreh, at Kiriath-arba. 

the meaning of Kir1ath-arba as the city of the four couples: 

Ad3m and Evei Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and 

J3~ob and Leah.~• 
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Though the relationship between Abraham and Sarah is 

primary, it is also important to describe the interaction 

between Abraham and Hagar from the rabbinic point of view. 

Their interaction is very different than that of Abraham and 

Sarah; the Torah does not relate any conversation between 

them. Abraham and Sarah openly a~gued and spoke to each 

other while, in contrast, we do not know very much about how 

Abraham and Hagar felt about each other. -I hus, l. t is the 

1··01 e of the m~ dr-ash to f i 11 in these many gaps. 

The Torah relates that Sarah initiated the relationship 

between Abraham and Hagar in or-der that she would have a 

child through Hagar <Gen. 16:2). As explained earlier, 

Sarah was r-esponsible for providing Abraham with a eon; 

Hagar was the means to this end. However, we are interested 

in how Abraham felt about taking Hagar as his concubine. 

The midrash explicates: 

Gen. 16:2 does not say that Sarai was barren, 
r·ather it. says, "(-~d<.1n2\i has kept me fr-om 
bea1ring." Why did Abri:':\m J. i!:;ten to her- [and 
aqree to marry hagarJ? He wanted to check if he 
was infertile or if Sarai was infertile. 00 

Once Hagar conceives, she thought less of Sarah, her 

Sarah became furious over this disrespect 

and demanded that Abraham take action. He agrees and the 

m1drash elaborates his feelings about Sarah's demand: 

"~~bram sc_\id to Sarai, 'Your maid is in your 
hands '" <Gen. 16:6). He said: "J do not care 
at al 1 whii:lt. happens to her [Hagar J. It is 
written: 'Since you had your will of her, you 
must not enslave her' ( Df:.-~ut. 21: 14) ; after we 
ve:·:ed her, can we rHJW en~:;lave h•:r again?H<!o,:L 
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Abraham refuses to become personally involved in order to 

solve the problem between Sarah and Hagar. He does not care 

to help Hagar because she insulted Sarah, vet he, himself, 

is unwilling to· do Hagar any harm because she is his wife. 

Thus, he tells Sarah that she can deal with Hagar, as it 

is said, 11 Df2al with her as yoLl think right" <Gen. 16:6). 

Yet~ the superfluous word "E_g_.Y.," right shows~ {~bra.ham·· s i-eal 

concern for Hagar. He is hinting to Sarah that she should 

take good care of her servanti who is his wife. 

In Genesis 21 Sarah commands him to expel Hagar and 

Ishmael. The Biblical text clearly emphasizes his concern 

for Ishmael and thus we are left to· ask: Hc:iw did he fer.~l 

about expelling Hagar? The !!!.i.QI'" a ~::;h at t. 1'?mp ts to o+ f e1-· ci.n 

answer: 

"She said to Abraham, 'Cast out that ~; l ave1..,rorn<;"1n ' " 
<Gen. 21:10). This was his ninth test because 
Sarah told him to f.? :-~pel t.h.at slavewoman lH,,u;:iar:J 
after she [SarahJ had been built up through her. 62 

This passage concludes that Abraham had to make a separate, 

difficult decision to e x pel Hagar. It is also interesting 

to note that the author believes that Sarah had already been 

built up through her. This phrase indicates clearly that 

Hagar was the means Sarah used to achieve her end, a son. 

Nevertheless, the text emphasizes that Abraham did care 

The +1Jl.Lowing 

(!1 l d_c._ash r.:.>l aborc:1tes even f ur-ther on nbr-aharn ~s ;: eel i ngs of 

ccncern toward Hagar-: 

"Early ne:-:t mor-ning" \lien. 
up early, and wrote a bill 

:2 1:14). 
o f divorce, and gave it 
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to Hagar, and sent her and her son awav from 
himself, and from Isaac his son, from this world 
E~nd fr·om th~? world to c:ome, as it is said, "Early 
next morning, Abraham took some bread and a skin 
of water." He sent her away with a bi 11 o·f 
divorcement and he took the veil and bound it 
around her waist, so that it should drag behind 
her to disclose [the factJ that she was a 
bondwoman. Not only this, but also because 
Abraham desired to see I~hrnael~ his son, and to 
see the way they went. 0~ 

The authors of this midrash are uncomfortable with Abraham ' s 

treatment of Hagar. As a result, they add that he divorced 

her by giving her a get, a religious divorce, which shows 

that he considered Hagar to b~ his wife. t~braham, our 

father, would not have simply expelled Hagar without 

fulfilling his proper religious responsibility which is 

understood to refer to a get by latter Jewish legislation. 

This passage also emphasizes Abraham's concern for both 

Hagar and Ishmael and his desire for continued contact. He 

put the veil around her so that he cpuld watch and follow 

them; he would not send them away without watching over them 

in some way. 

It is clear that Abraham's relationship with Hagar 

centers on their son Ishmael. The mirJ.r,ash relates: 

"And her son" <Gen. 21: 14) • Abraham's b'=!nth test 
wa~; to send Ishmael, his son? c:~way c::rnd it w.::\s mor·e 
difficult for him than all the other tests. 6~ 

It is interesting to add that here, the tenth test is 

E:x;:ie'lling Ishmael, while it usually is e~:pelling Isaac, as 

in Genesis 22. Thus, through t.hi s compar-i son of mi drasb . .!J!!., 

one can see the love he had for Ishmael. One can image the 

agony Abraham experienced when Sarah told him to expel 
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Ishmael, his son. 8ar-at1 uses the wcJrd: "her son" as a 

means of distancing Abraham from his relationship with 

Ishmael. She was saying that Ishmael is not Abraham's 

son; Isaac is the only son of Abraham. Yet, from this 

passage we can conclude that Abraham was primarily concerned 

with Ishmael, and only secondarily interested in Hagar's 

safety. 

The Torah relates that after Sarah dies, Abraham took 

another wife, whose name was Keturah. The Rabbis interpret 

Keturah as another name for Hagar. Thus, Abraham is 

pictured as remarrying Hagar after Sarah died. The tie is 

in the fact that Hagc.~r had settled in ~.eer-lahai -r Q.i. 

and Isaac went to fetch her there: 

"Isaac had just come back from trie vicinity of 
Beer-lal\_ai-rai" <Gen. 24:62). He had come back 
from a mission to fetch someone. And where had 
he gone? To Beer-lahai-roi. He had gone to fetch 
Hagar, the one who had sa~ . by the well and 
besoL1ght God who is the 1 if e " J. achai_" of al 1 
worlds, saying: "Look upon "r-ieh" my miset'"y. "bl."3 

All of this rabbinic interpl'"etation is based on Genesis 

25: 1: 11 f.)braham took .::mother wife, whose name was Keturah." 

They e:·:pl icate: 

R. JL1dah said: "This was Hagar." R. Nehemiah 
said to him: "But it is i....H~itten, '(4braham tcmk 
another wife. ' 11 "He took her by Divine Command, 
rep 1 i ed he, as you read, "(.::ind the Lord spoke to 
me yet <.:\gain" <Isa. 8:5). "But it is written, 
·whose name wc:i.s KetLtrah?' 11 "That implies that she 
united mi tzvot.<01.nd qood deeds, t-eplied he." Said 
LR. Nehemiah to R. Judah J: "But it is ~...,ri t ten: 
"But to Abraham's sons by 1:oncubi nes" < Clen. 25: 6)? 
CR. ~Judah] 1~eplied: "the ~-ior"d "pilagstH?c=m" im; 
written defectively which implies that she sat by 
the well and cried out to God who is the life of 
all my ~oiorlds, 'See my unh.~ppiness. '"<!><'~ 
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fhe r:abb is read the wor-d "81..) dq ~5t:ieem" (concubines ) as 

"P-i_l92..?..t.]._,_sham" <the concubine sat there ) . 

interpretation shows the Rabbis' discomfort with Abraham's 

treatment of Hagar. As a result, they wanted Abraham and 

Hagar to reconcile after Sarah's death. 

As fer the meaning of Hagar ' s being called Ketur-ah, 

The Rabbis explain in several ways: 

Her- name was Keturah, because she was perfumed 
with all kinds of spices. 67 

This interpretation is derived from the Ishmaelites· 

occupation. In the wilderness th~y were the buyer s and 

sellers of precious spices: 

Another explanation of Keturah is: Her actions 
were as beautiful as incense~ and she bore him 
six sons. They were all called according to the 
name o+ I sh ma el , as it is said, "f4nd she bor"e him 
Zimran~ Jokshan, i"ledani i"lidian, Ishbak, and Shuah" 
(Gen. 25:2). 69 

The final interpretation of the name . Keturah is: 

~"i:abbi said: "She is called Keturah because she 
is tif=d like a leather skin." 69 

This rabbinic comment links the skin of water which Abraham 

gave Hagar bef ore she was sent into the desert to the name 

Keturah. 

The fin a l comments pertaining to the relationship 

betw1::.cen (~br-al1arn r.:1nd Haqar <:tre +c:icused cm the .:\dditional 

children she bore him which is pictured above as beautiful: 

Ishmael was the principal [son o~ HaqarJ, yet 
the children of Keturah are recorded a s additions 
as it is written of them, "She bon:? him Zirnran, 
.J o k f:5 han, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, a nd Shu<:1h" 
<(.~ en u 25: 2) • ·7 o 

The Ra bbi s interpreted the meaning of her chi l d r en ' s n0mes: 
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Ammi b. Ezekiel and the Rabbis debated this. 
~~mmi b. Ezekiel i nterprE~t ~?d: ILL i mr an llH:?i::ll"l s that 
tht'.!y wr<Jught destruct i L1n "mez a_mmer i_!l" in the 
wor-J.d. Joksh,:.:\n: that they ~1Jere cr-uel "mi_j;_t_~shif..1.'' 

in the war l d. " The F~abb is in ter-preted: IL Z i mran 
meems that they s<0:mg IL[D~Z~f.!:1 eri .n IL hymns w:i. th the 
tabret to idols; Jokshan: that they beat 
ILmekashin" the tabr·et in honour of idols. " "71 

The Rabbis might have debated with Ammi b. Ezekiel exactly 

what these means meant~ but, nevertheless, they were all 

negative interpretations. It shows their dislike and 

disdain for the Ishmaelites! the descendants of these 

char actE'l'"S. iJrH:? might conclude tt1at while the f(C':lbbinic 

portrait of the relationship between Abraham and Hagar 

attempts to resolve their conflict by reuniting them, some 

of the Rabbis harbored negative feelings about Hagar ' s 

descenr.jant s. 

Thus~ we can conclude that ·Abraham and Hagar ' s 

relationship was tumultuous during Sarah ' s life. However, 

once Sarah died, the Rabbis attempted to reconcile them 

through their interpretation of Keturah as Hagar. T hey 

believed that not only did they remarry, but they produced 

many children together, spending the rest of their years 

happily together. 
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Having gathered and analyzed the vast amount of 

material in this thesis,it is very important to summarize 

the findings of this study of the rabbinic views of the 

relationship between Sarah and Hagar. Then, we will be able 

to draw conclusions about the material which may be useful 

for us today. 

First, one clearly sees that there are two different 

incidents related about their interaction in the Bible. 

Genesis 16 tells the story of Sarah's decision to give Hagar 

to Abraham in order ta provide him with a son. Hagar-· s 

conception and change in attitude ruins Sarah's carefully 

laid plans. As a result, Sarah is furious at Hagar, and she 

complains to Abrhaam expecting him to intercede en her 

behalf. When he allows Sarah to do with Hagar as she 

wants~ she treats her harshly and as a result, Hagar runs 

away. In the end, however, Hagar r~turns to their camp 

and bears Abraham a son, Ishmael. 

In Genesis 21, the birth of Isaac impacted greatly on 

Abraham ' s family. Up to this point in the Genesis 

narratives, Sarah was barren and very unhappy. Afte1~ his 

bi :th, by contrast, she is happy and 1 a•_tqhs saying, "C:lod has 

brought . me 1 aughter; everyone who hears wi 11 l augl1 with me" 

<Gen. 21:6). However~ once he was weaned, she became 

protective of her son's future inheritance and orders 

Abraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael. She has now twice 

ordered him to do something about Haqar. f.)braham is very 

unhappy that Sarah wants his son expelled, so God has to 
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reassure him that it is through Isaac that the line shall be 

continued. When he expels them, Abraham gives her only the 

bare necessities for them to survive in the desert. When 

the water runs but, she is s aved only through Divine 

intervention. Finally, the birth of Isaac has affected 

Hagar so profoundly that she cannot return to live with 

Abraham and Sarah. 

I believe the Rabbis clearly see the power struggle 

which has developed in the Biblical narratives. rhey 

understand that in Genesis 16, Haq.ar- is the pdh1n in Sar-ah 's 

hands, used to insur-e that she has a son. Yet, in 

Genesis 21, they perceive her- to be an innocent bystander~ 

suffering because of Sarah's jealousy and protectiveness. 

They are sensitive to her plight in both narratives, as seen 

in their interest in knowing the exact number of angels she 

encountered. While they are somewhat sympathetic to Hagar, 

they realize that she is the slave and Sarah is the 

As such, they acknowledge Sarah s superior 

position over her. Also, they are aware of God ' s words in 

Genesis 21:12; "Do not be distressed aver the boy or your 

slave; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says, for it is 

through ls.:.~ac that offspr·inc;J shall be continued for you." 

However, I believe that the Rabbis were embarassed by 

Abraham ' s lack of involvement with Hagar in Genesis 16. She 

was pregnant ~ith their child and he let Sarah's fury 

transcend his sense of concern for her. I think that they 

found Abraham in Genesis 21 to be a better model, for there 
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he argues with Sarah and shows concern, at least for Ishmael 

if not also for Hagar. 

I think the Rabbis were divided in their opinions of 

Sar-ah. Generally, they praised her as righteous, modest, 

beautiful, and strong-willed. However, mi dr.~.hi m were 

found which described her as inquisitive, lazy, and a 

cc :npl ai ner. Thus, we can conclude that the Rabbis painted 

a realistic portr-ait of Sarah which included both her 

p~sitive and negative character traits. 

By contrast, most of th~ Rab~is ' comments about Hagar 

show their negative opinion of her. While she may have 

descended from the royal stock of Pharaoh or Abimelech, she 

quickly reverted to the idolatry when she wandered in the 

wilderness of Beer-sheba <Gen. 21:14). In addition, they 

interpreted her actions at the well when she filled the skin 

with w,~ter- (Gen. 21: 19) as showing ·t'hat she lacked faith. 

Howeveri another side of Hagar·s character is derived 

from her experiences with God. Since God intervened to save 

her, she must have been meritorious. 

In regard to the relationship between Sarah and Hagar, 

tre Rabbis compare and contrast their contact with God to 

determine who was more righteous. The Rabbis conclude that 

H3gar deserves great merit even though she is called 

11 .:i:indmaid." As a reward for her trials and tribulations, 

s~e was rewarded by encountering many angels, i.e. she had 

e x tended contact with God. Yet, occasionally, the Rabbis 

s~~ess that Sarah indeed had contact with God and hers was 
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direct while Hagar's was not. We must conclude that there 

was not a unified rabbinic view regarding Hagar's merit, 

though Rabbis did not consider Hagar to have been as 

righteous a wom~n as Sarah. 

Another aspect of the rabbinic portrait of Sarah and 

Hagar's interaction regards the issue of Sarah's 

infertility and her qiving her handmaid to Abraham. One 

unusual mi d(·3Sh 1A.1as + ound ~·Jh i ch depicted Sarah as trying to 

convince Hagar that she was lucky to be given to Abraham. 

This passage pictures Sarah a~ be~nq sensitive to Hagar's 

feelings of discomfort at being treated as an object that 

can be given to another person. It is important to note, 

however? that the passage does not include Hagar's response 

ta Sarah. fhe writer of this midrash must have felt 

uncomfortable with Hagar s total passivity in the Biblical 

text, and wanted it to appear as if" ~he was lucky and had to 

be persuaded by her mistress to have sexual relations with 

Abri::1ham. 

Yet, the Rabbis even see a clear difference between 

Sarah and Hagar in regard to their ability to conceive. 

Hagar is a thorn which sprouts up without needing any care~ 

while Sa~ah is wheat which much be carefully cultivated. 

While Sarah was unable to conceive without much pain and 

tail, both she and her offspring were considered valuable 

and necessary for the perpetuation of the Hebrew tribe. 

Hagar, on the other hand, is clearly seen as the progenitor 

of the Bedouins and other Arab groups. As such, she is not 
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looked upon favorably. l'his rabbinic attitude is 

understandable for it derived from a time of strife between 

Jews and Ar·abs. It is my hope that a better understanding 

of the conflict ·between Sarah and Hagar as portrayed by the 

Rabbis (and Islam> could lead to better relations between 

Je~...,s and Arabs. 

Finally, the Rabbis interpret the wife Abraham took 

after Sarah's death <Keturah) to be Hagar. This shows their 

discomfort with the manner in which she was treated by 

him. In fact, one passage relates that the reconciliation 

was facilitated by Isaac who went drn'1n to Bet~r·--lahai-r._gl_ to 

get her after his mother's death. fhis~ too, could serve as 

part of a model for renewed discussion between Arabs and 

Jews. 

Thus~ in conclusion, I see that the Rabbis saw Sarah 

and Hagar as individuals with both positive and negative 

character traits. However, they also saw them as 

representatives of the Jewish and Arab people and, as such, 

they were more sympathetic to Sarah than to Hagar. 

I gained a great deal from the process of writing this 

thesis. First, I developed better skills in the areas of 

analysizing Biblical narratives and Rabbinic midrashim. 

S2co11d, I c:'m more confident in my ability to ccmf ront both 

the Biblical text and Rabbinic comments in order to 

understand the mindset and historical perspective of the 

Biblical authors and the Rabbis. Finally, I deepened my 

appreciation for the richness of both Biblical and Rabbinic 
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material. I hope that I will be able to adapt the Rabbinic 

model of reading the Biblical text and developing answers 

which reflect my own time in order to continually renew 

Torah. Ken Ye - hi Razon. May it be God's Will! 
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B.T. Baba Metziah 87a. 

Bereshit Rabbah 48:17. 

Ber-eshit Rabbah 4'7: 3. 

Bet-eshi t Rabb ah C'I, c.• 
~,,:;..: ._). 

Tanna DeBe Eliyyahu, chapter (5)6. 

B.T. Sanhedrin Illa. 

B. T. Eruvin 53a. 

Judah David Eisenstein, Otzar Hidrashim <New York: 
E. Grossman ' s Hebrew Bookstore, 1956>, Midrash Yelammedaynu, 
p.223, vol.l. 

Bereshit Rabbah 45:6 and Ydlkut Shimon1, LE~ch L,, .. ' cha #79 .. 

Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:10. 

b'3 F'i r kei D · f :~abbi Eli ez er, chapter 30, Yal kut Shimon i , Vaye r a 
#94, Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:14. 

Midrash Hagadol to Gen. 21:10. 

Bereshit Rabbah 60:14 and Tanhuma haN1dpas, Hayve~ Sa~a~, #8. 

b•. Bereshit Rabbah 61:4. 

Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 3 0 . 

. mo;>. Ta.nhuma haNi dpas, t~ ""yy ei S~.r_ah, *~8. 

70 • Bereshit Rabbah 61:4. 

71 Bereshit Rabbah 61:5. 
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