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Summazy of Rabbinic Thesis 

An Analysis of the Relationships between Co-Wives, 
Sisters and Concubines in the Genesis Narratives and 

Rabbinic Ute.rature 

Sydney B. Mintz 
, 

•This th~sis is divided inlo 6 Chapters 

•This thesis attempts to analyze the relationships portrayed by the 
Rabbis of co-wtves, sisters, and concubines in the Genesis narratives. 
It contains Biblical, Ancient Near Eastern and Rabbinic Sources . 

•The goal of the thesis is to shed light on the Rabbinic portrayal of 
these womens' relationships and explore the changing sratus of 
women in the Genesis narratives as the generations progressed. 

•This thesis is divided into six chapters. The first is Biblical. The 
second describes the interconnectedness of the four generations of 
matriarchs and patriarchs. The third describes the merit of the 
matriarchs. The fourth involves the implications of barrenness. The 
fifth reveals the imperfections of the matriarchs. The sixth points 
out the exdusion and inclusion by the Rabbis of co-wives, sisters and 
concubines in the Abrahamic lineage. 

•The materials that are used in this thesis include: 
• Ancient Near Eastern texts 
•Biblical commentaries and interpretations 
• Modern Biblical scholarship , 
•Aramaic Translations (Targum Onkelos and Pseudo Jonathanb 
•Philo and Josephus 
•Talmudic Material 
• Rabbinic Material 
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- The fit-st story I remember from Jewish tradition is about 

Ra bbi Hillel.' The story reveals J1is dedication to the pursuit of the 

study of Tornh at any cost. He could not afford to pay the tuition ro 

attend the Beit ~drash, the house ofi st~dy, so he would crawl to the 
\ 

roof of the buildii1g and listen to the lessons from an open wind9w. 

While on the roof, it began to snow and he was buried by the deluge. 

Students saw his shadow over the window and brought him down to 

revive him. After this episode, because' of his dedicatiqn, Rabbi Hillel 

was granted full access in his purs4it of the study of Torah, and h e 

becarne ... Rabbi Hillel. 

As a young student, this visual portrayal of a scholar became 

imprinted on my memory. The vast majority of stories 1 studied 

were a bout men. Over time, I began to crave exposure to the women 
I 

in our tradition. Even in high school, my Junior Thesis was an 

analysis of the emerging characterization of women in Chaim Potok's 

fiction. As mt studies progressed, I worked more intensely in this 

~ea during Ra bbiJllc school in the stud:y of Bible with Dr. -Tamara 

Eskenazi al the Los Angeles campus. Through a feminist exploration 

of the Torah, the matriarchs became a subject of interest for me. 

This th<fiS d eals specifically with ~e first and third generations of 

m§ltriarchs and their relationships with each other and with their 

handmaids. ( . 

The th~sis is an exploration of the Rabbis portrayal of womens' 

relationships in the Genesis narratives. It began with research on 

the Bi lical text contained in Genesis chapters 16, 21, and 29-31. I 
I 

/ Ba ylonian Talmud. VilnaEdition. 16 vols. Jerusalem, HaMesorah, 
1981 Yo.ma 70a. 
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relied heavily on the literary and philological analyses of Alter, 

FokkeJmann. Cassuto, Von Rad, Speiser. Sarna. Leibowitz and Trible.L 

After reading modern Biblical commentaries, I wrote the first 
# 

chapter outlinlng the Biblical mate rial. I focused on key words and 

motifs chat reoccur in Lhe narratives and ii) the description of 1hc 

women in the stories. In this phase of research I also spent time 

reviewing Pritchard's Ancj¢pt Near Eastern Texts3 which gave vi tal 

informalion relating to the stand..ards and legal norms in Olher 

Ancient Neac Eastern socicLies. These included the ,Code of 

liammurabi, 'Nuzi documents, Old Assyrian Marriage conrracts, and 

the Lipil-lshtar. 

The research then progressed to locadng the post-Biblical 

material. I utilized Biblical [ext indices relying mainJy on Aaron 

Hyman's Torah ha-Ketuyab v'Ha-Mesyrab:~ The process of locating 

rJ1c midrashic material was one which included searching, securing, 

and sifting through hundreds of midrashin1 co determine their 

L Robert Alter, The Arr of Biblical Narrative, New York: Basic Books, 
1981; J. P. Fokkelmann, Narrative Arr in Genesis. Arnsterdan1: Van 
Gorcum, Assen, 1975; U. A. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of 
Genesjs Translated by Israel Abrahams. Jerusalem: The Magnes 
Press, 1964; Gerard Von Rad. Genesis. Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press, 1961; A. E. Speiser, Genesjs: Introduction 
Translatjoo and Notes. New York: Doubleday, 1964; NahumSaroa, 
The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis. Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989; Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshjt, 
4th rev ed., JerusaJem, Israel: AJpba Press, 1981, Phyllis Trible, 
Texts of Terror: Literary Feminist Readin~s of Biblical Nilfrarives. 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984. 
3 James Pritchard, Ancienr Near Eastern Texts. Princeton: Princeron 
University Press, 1950. 
-1 Aaron Hyman, Torah haKeruvah v'HaMesorah al Torah, Nevj'm, 
u'Keruvim. 3 vols. Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1979. 
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relevance to the thesis topic. Then I underrook the task of 

sysrema11C"ally reviewing all of U1e midrashim rhal mentioned Sarah 

and Hagar or Rachel, Leal1, Bilhah and ZilpaJ1. There arc a plethorn or 

midrashim relating to these women, however. U1e majorily of them 

are related 10 the main male protago1lists. , 

Many of the midrashim were located in more than one source 

and showed slight additions or editing over time. I firs1 eliminated 

any irrelcvm1l mareriaJ that wasn't. central to rhe copic of my thesis. 

The next step ;ws to categorize chronologically all of the remaining 

material. I organized lhe selections into three main categories: Pre­

Rabbinic. TaJmudlc and Midrashic Material. ln Pre-Rabbinic material 

I induded interpretations by Philo, Josephus and 'the Aramaic 

Targumjm of Onkelos and Pseudo-Jonathan. The Talmudic category 

inclu'ded the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmud. The Midrashic 

material was divided into four categories: 

ti 1. Classical Amoraic Midrashim of the Early Period (-W0·6~0CE) 

( 

2. The Middle Period (640-lOOOCE) 

3. The Late Period (1000-1200CE) 

4. The Period of the Anthologies (Y&lkutim) (1200-1500) 

Once this process of gathering and organizing the ccxts was 

complete , I organized the texts into thematic categories. What 

became clear during this process was that many midrashim fit into 

several categories. Some of the most positive atoibutes of the 

matriarchs were later used in the Rabbis' portrayal of the IJlOSt 

negative character flaws of these women. To organize the writing of 

the thesis I created ~ detailed outline of the major themes, foci and 

issues related to these texts. Under each thematic category, I would 
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include several references as examples made in the Pr<.bRabbinic. 

Talmudic or JV!idrashic texts. 

The thesis is orga.niJed into six chapters. The first chapter. 

"Biblical Reflections of'Co-Wives, Sisters and Concubines in Genesis" is . 
M analysis of the Biblical material. It includes Aneient Near Eastern 

texts as re llections of o ther cul LU res' norms related to handmaids arn.l 

concubines who were elevated to ttie status of wife in order to bear 

children for an infertile ~oman. The texti; are utilized to show Lhe 

precedence of these arrangements during the Biblical era. This 

chapter gives a detailed account of the family narratives from the 

Biblical tcxl. Abraham's family and his grandson Jacob's family arc 

highlighted. The focus of the analysis pf the Biblical material is on 

the re latio1}ships among wives, sisters, co-wives and handmaids. 

Chapter two, "Dor L'Dor: Four General ions of Connectedness," is 

an overarching view of the thematic connections from Sarah through 
11 Dinah. The four generations are explored through their 

characteristics, actions, and progeny. The focus in these stories on 

the matriarchs' is their ability to bear children, specifically sons. 

Thls seems co be key to insuring their status as the mothers of Israel. 

I Another factor that connects the matriarchs was rbeir barren status 

and the implications that ensued as a result of their inability to bear 

( at different times in their lives. In addition, the seeds of deception 

( are planted in each generation and sown throughout the 

relationships contained in the Genesis narratives. Finally, the issue 

? of birthright and inheritance is central to these families. This issue is 

intimately connected to the presence of legitimate or illegitimate 

sons whose oWn status is dependent on the status of their mother. 

5 
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The third chapter, "Merit of the Matriarchs." describes the 

meritorious chru-acter of Lhe matriarchs as portrayed b)' the Rabbis. 

The chapter focuses on individual merit of these women through the 
# 

treannenl of their handmaids anti husbands. tl1eir pr,tyers and their 

relationship to God. h reveals the Rabbis' ability to portray.even a 

wom;m's negative crahs as shining virtues if they are intent on 

personifying her as a mother of rhe people of Israel. 

The fourd1 chapter. "The Implications of Barrenness." 

introduces the subject wiLh an Dverview of barreru1ess in the Bible. 

The chapter goes onto describe the reasons for and implicaLions of 

barrenness specifically for me matriarchs and concludes with the 

ramificalio ns of barrenness for me families of the barren women. 

Chapter Five, "The Imperfect Matriarchs," reveals the Rabbis' 
I 

tendency 10 disparage the reputation of me matriarchs if it was 

necessary in order to prove a point. The chapter contains examples 

of gene~ negative portrayals of women in the Bible and moves 

more specifically to the women in the Genesis narratives. It also 

describes me impact of these negative portrayals of Lhe matriarchs 

on their families. 

I The ftnal chapter, Cha.pt~ Seven, "Exclusivity and lnclusivity of 

Co-Wives, Sisters, and Concubines," points to the mutability in status 

of the '4efmen in the.Genesis narratives. The midrashic texts portray 

Hagar a~ wife and slave at different times in the stories. She is 

therefore considered the legitimate mother of Ishmael, but the 

z~giti7ace wife of Abraham. Bilhah and Zilpah are included by the 

~bbis as the .Jegltlmaie wives of Jacob and mothec of his childcen. 

6 
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This chapter also analyzes the changing stat us of Rachel's and LeaJ1's 

relationship. 

The movemenr from Rabbi liillel to Bilhah and Zilp.lh fecll> like 
# 

a very lopg journey. But contained within it is the hil>tory of our 

people through Lhe Rabbis' eyes. I hope Lhat this cndcavc.i.r will ~hed 

light on the importance of rhe Rabbis' contribution to our 

understanding of the relationships between U1c~c women. It is 

contained within a Biblical framework, but Lhc R~bbis' girt is Lhc 

insightful interpretation tha.l we can rake with us to illuminate the 

path of our own journeys today. We can come to an understanding 

that we are not the first women dealing with il>sues or lcnility and 

U1e expansion of the nuclear family. The women in the Genesis 

mu-ratives reveal to us tJ1at surrogate parenthood, adoption. step­

parents <rnd lu)lf-sf blings are ancient, not modern constructs. From 

the Bible :Uld rhe poro·ayals in the Midrash we ran hope to find bOLh 

quesltbns rui,d answers to the complexity of family dynamics. 

I 
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Biblical Reflections of Co-Wives, Sisters a nd 
Co ncubines in Genesis 
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The issue of relationships bclween husbands. wives and 

concubines is addressed in many Ancient Near Fa~ lcrn text~ 

including the Lipic-lshrar. Old Assyrian Marriage ContracL:.. 

Hammurabi 's Code and Nuzi documents. The Lipit+.ht.1r composed 

in the l 9Lh cen tury BCE deals with a case of a harlot who produces 

children for lhe husband of a barren wife who become\ his heir.' 

The Old Assyrian Marriage contract dating from 19th century BCE 

slipulares rhat if a wife doesn't provide offspring for her husband 

within 2 years. she must purchase a slave woman for that purpose.<• 

Hammurabi's Code: # 146 states tl1at tl1e provision of u concubine 

slave is assumed in the specific case of a wife who is a priestess and 

barred from giving birth.7 The Nuzi Text specifies: " If Gilimninu 

bears children Shnima shall not take another wife. But if Gilimninu 

fails to bear children, Gilimninu shall gee for Shnima a woman from 

the Lullu country (a slave girl) as concubine. ln that case Gilimninu 

herself shall have authority over the offspring."11 

The terms .amfill, handmaid, illifi:llll. handmaid or slave, and 

pilecesh, concubine, are often interchanged in the Bible . From the 

Ancient Near Eastern legal texts it is clear that a woman would give 

her own handmaid as a 1 oncubine or surrogate wife Lo her husband. 

This was the case for S(\J"ai, Leah and Rachel who gave Hagar, Bilhah / 

and Zilpab co their husbands. These handmaids were obviously 

subordinate to the wives i:O social status, but their identities were not 

static. 

s Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts. 160, 
6 Ibid, 543. 
7 Ibid, 172. 
8 Ibid, 525. 

9 
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Although commonplace. we Hnd repeated im1anre\ of family 

d isharmony and conmc1 when these relaLion~hips wen_. in effcl'.1. 

The strife between Sarah <U1cl Hagar and Rachel and 1 eah i'> app•m.ml 
# 

in both the Bibliral texts and in1the Midrash. Sanih o rdered llagar 

away bemuse she did not want Ishmael 10 inherit with her ;igh 11'~l 

son ls.1:tC'. 1-lannah was tormented and afnicted by l'eninah who ii. 

described .1s Tzaratah or her rival wife (I Samuel J:()J. Lcvitiru~ 

warn!. ag.1ins1 marrying a wife's sister while the wtfe is still .tlive 

because of the potential for 1\v<tlry (Leviticus 18: LS) . Jacob's 

relationship with his two wives is one example of d1is <Genesis 

3 1 :33). L:ach wife maintained her own Lent and the larcrs of conflict 

Chat arose from thac arrangement were plentiful. Solomon 1101 ontr 

maintained all his foreign wives, buc built them sepanue allm·~ so 
I 

that they would be able 10 sacrifice to Cheir own gods (I Kings 11:7-

8) . 

h'is evident from other literature that this phenomena of 

wives and concubines rearing children to the same father was a 

reality. Ln The Odyssey. Odysseus returns home disguised as an old 

man and tells his swineherd Eumanios: "I am the son of a rich man , 

ayd there were many other s?ns who were born to him and reared in 

his palace. These were lawful sons by his wife, but a bought woman, 

a concubine was m.y mother, yet I was favored with the legilimate 

sons ... ~·i 

}, HoL, 1J;; Odyssey. 2 vols. A. T. Murray, trans. New York: G. P. 
~utnam and Sons, 1919, Book 14, lines 200-204. 

10 
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A. Hagar and Sarah 

• The..narnuive involving Abraham. Sarah and llagar i:. rife with 

conflict a11d attempts al resolu1ion. The story is played Oll.l in two 

chapters. Genesis 16 and 21. The centraJ issues 1hat exist for Sarah 

and Hagar include social status, barrenness'and ferlilil). gcr v'toshav 

identily (:.tranger and resident) and polygamous r ivalry. Sarah is 

r ich. older, the "rigbtfuJ" firsr wife and the residcm spouse. She is 

aJso barren, which is at tbe center of the controversy. 11.igar is an 

Egyptian slave, a~ younger. poor, the second wife or concubine. 

and fertile. 

Although God has promised Abram thal his seed will be as 
I 

numerous as the stars in heaven, Sarai acts of her own accord in 

offering her han!'.}maid Hagar the Egyptian to Abram so that she can 

be buitt up through her, ibaneh mjroenah.1 0 As Speiser points ouc. 

this is clearly a play on the word ben, son.11 /\s soon as I !agar 

conceives, her mistress is lowered in ber esteem. Sarai is quick co 

react and places the burden on Abram who has conceived a child 

1th Hagar at Sarai's request. Sarai treats Hagar cruelly and she 

flees from Sarai's treatment After returning, she gives birth and 

raises rer son Ishmael in Abram's family. In Chapte r 21 Isaac is 

born dnd the conflict between Sarai, Hagar and Abraham intensifies. 

During Isaac's weaning celebration, Sarai grows intensely angry as 

~
he '.)' "hmael meuaJW<. play, ~th """· Thi' wocd hM a varie<y 

o Genesis 16:2. 
l Speiser, Genesjs. 117. 

11 
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of nuances in translation. It seems that Ishmael was taunting or 

threatening Isaac in some way. This becomes the motivation for 

Sarah to banish Hagar m1d Ishmael. She refuses to hav<.: bhmael 
* inherit "vill:l her sou and again places lhe burden of the fir~t son and 

his mother's fate on Abraham. Abra11am is distressed .ll 1h.c thought 

o f sending his son away, but God reassure~ him that ii i~ through 

Isaac that his name wilJ be made. God also nssures Abrah.un 1.ha1 

Ishmael will be the father of a great nation. "Let lt not be grievous 

in your sight because of the qoy and because of your bondswoman. 

ln all that Sarah has said to you, hearken to her voice: for your seed 

will be though Isaac. AnJ also the son of Ule bondswoman will I 

make a nation. for he is also your seed" (Genesis 2t: 11 - 1 LJ. 

Abraham sends Hagar and Ishmael inco the desen. That is the last 
I 

time that the rwo brothers see each other until they bury their 

father together at the cave of Machpelah in Genesis 25:9 . 

.4though Sarai is called barren, akarab in Genesis 11:31, her 

infertility is referred to in this chapter as "she had borne him no 

children," which Sarna assumes "insinuates a note of submerged 

expectation.'' 12 Sarai, caking the initiative, offers Hagar to Abram, 

stying: "Perhaps I will be built up through her" (Genesis 16:2). 

Sarai's intention's seem to be reflective of the Ancient Near Eastern 

codes (-Or behavior- in cases of barren wives and the acquisition of 

concu~ines. The question as to the scarus of Hagar is clear from the 

beginning of the chapter, but becomes progressively more 

~
omplicated after she bears Ishmael. In the first mention of her 

t~tu? in Genesis she is called Shjfchah or maidservant in verse 2 and 

2 Sarna, Genesjs. 122. 

12 
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ifilIB or wife in verse 3. Like lhe Akkadian coi::nate a~wtum. the 

I lebre\\' jsha may signify either wife or concubine. It l>t't'm"> dear in 

verse 3 that Sarai has given Hagar as an .ifilla. a wife. l'\pcrially when 
. # 

we fmd the construction, ya-!jtcn orah 1-Avrnm i:>h.ih lo j>h.1h. ~he 

gave her th her husband Abraham as a wife. The ll<!brc\\ ~.to 

her. emphasizes Sara.i's proprietary rights: llagar belong.-. to Sarai 

i.olely and not lo Abram. Abram responds lO Sara.i's ~uggt'~t ion. 

cohabit~ wi Lh llagar and in the nt!xt verse 5he co1yceivC">. Agaiu we 

are remh1ded of t:he common law of the Ancien t Near hl!>t in the 

Code or llanunurabit.l, which state) ex-plicitly lhat a sla,·e girl who 

w.Js elevated to the sraci..s of concubine must nol ell.um equality wilh 

her mis tress. In lh.e Ur-Nammu, a slave womcu1 is puni11hcd who 

compared herself to her mistress, speaking insolently or striking her. 

Sarai invokes h~r l~gaJ right as wife and confronts Abnun. no t Hagar. 

although Hagar was Sara.i's slave.'~ It is evidenL that it is Abram 

who 1._s lhe ~ut:horiry to effect change. Sarai's plea/explanation to 

Abram in Genesis 16,Js simple, yet full of important nuances 

relevant to the relationship becweeo the two women: 

Sa. This wrong done to me is your fault. 

1b. I myself gave my maidservant to your breast. 

Sc. Now chat she sees chat she is pregnant, I am lowered in her eyes. 

Sd. r.r Yahweh judge becween you and me. 

~arai asks God to intervene, to judge between the two of chem. 

but proceeds on the human level by punishing Hagar for her 

(
inso~en:e and causing her flight. The term "your lap" or "your 

13 Pritchard, A.tffiI, 172. 
14 Ibid. 
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breast" in verse 5, b-chaykecha. is a legally recognized phrase from 

d1e old Sumerian-Akkadian dictionary known as ana i11isu: " I le 

plac~d his daughter in the other's lap." i s From rhc Ur-N:u11mu we 

also learn I hat an insolent concvbl'ne slave h<\S her mou1h ~cnured 

wilh n ne quirt of saJt.1<1 From the Hammurabi Code: "ShL' will be , 
reduced to slave status and again bear the mark of a :.la\·L' .1 ; 

According to Speiser "what Sarah did was in accord;rnc·l· wi th 1hc 

family law of the Hurrians." I ~ Sarna also notes that 1he llt:brew 

implies that Sarai subjected her to physical and psychological 
' abuse. I'> Pllyllis Trible examiries the strife between Hagar and Sami 

and concludes: "Although strife between barren and fertile wives is 

a typical motif in scripture, in this study, me rypicaJ yields to the' 

particular. Seeing, that is, perceiving her conception of a child, llagar 

acquires a new vision of Sarai. Hierarchical blinds disappe<u·. The 

exalted mistress decreases while the lowly maid increases. Not 

hatred,.Put a r;ordering of the relationship is the point. Unwittingly, 

Sarai has conu·ibuted t<_:> Hagar's insight. By giving Magar to Abram 

for a wife, Sarai hoped to be built up. In fact, however. she has 

enhanced me status of me servant to become herself 

correspondingly lowered in the eyes of Hagar." 20 Trible realizes the 

ca~saJ connection between Sarai's offer of Hagar and rJ1e lowering of 

e<teem r th• 'Y" ~f h& hanrurutid. 

is Speiser, Genesjs, 118. 

~
16 ~:~hard, ANEI. 172. 

Spel~er. ~.117. 
Sarna, Genesis, 122 
Trible, Texts of Terror. 12. 
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Genesis Chaprer 21 opens with Isaac's weaning n:lcbration· 

rojshrch g.1clo l. Verse 9 draws attention to the relalion'>hip between 

Ishmael .u1d Isaac. The word mersahek is problematic due to ii~ 

many meanings. This word is fo und in Genesis Chapl(•r !. I:') When 

baac is described as metsahek in Exodus 23:6 in the '>tory ol the 

golden calf as describing idol worship, in Genesis 39: 17 in chc ~wry 

of Polipha r's wife in reference to immoral conduct, and in II S.1muel 

l S:l-1 as signifying murder. It is unclear whether S<lrah viewed any 

rdalionl>hip betv.'een the two boys as threatening, however. this 

speciric inrcraction kindled her anger. Ishmael is identified in 

Ch tpter 2 1 :9 as "the son of llagar, the Egyptian, whom she had borne 

10-!braham"'. This verse brings our auention LO Hagar's statu~ as the 

fore igner, the Egyptian, Ishmael as Hagar's son, (ben !!agar), a nd to 

the fact that Ishmael was Abraham's son. Sarah commands Abraham 

co, "'Drive our this servant.woman. The son of this servant woman 

will not inherit wiih my son~ (Genesis 2 1:1-0). 1n this verse llagar is 

called run.all although· in the previous story she bad <Ulained the 

sratus of .isllil as we found in verst! 3. Sarai rllere had given Hagar to 

Abraham specifically as a wife, is.ha. Abraham recognized lshruael 

as his legitimate son in Genesis 16:15 and 17:23 which is affirmed 

hj:!r e in verse 11: "This troubled Abraham because of his son", and 

again in Genesis 25:9. Kenneth Louis Gros depicts the difference in 

Abra11am's reactions between chapters 16 and 21 when he states: 

"Earlier Abraham had given Sarah free reign, 'do with her as you 

please', he had said, but this time it is: 'on account of his son' . . 
Because of hls feelings for Ishmael he is displeased when Sarah ... 
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wants to drive Hagar and her son away.LI According ro t.he laws of 

Hanunurabi (Paragraph 170f) and t.he ear lier Lipil-lshcar (paragraph 

25), inheritance rights are a legal consequence-or the fatJ1er's 

accepra11ce of the child as his legitimate son. Based on t~is, it is 

obvious thar Ishmael was entitled co.inherit a portion of Abraham's 

cstare . Sarah's demand, however, also has legal precedence. In the 

L.ipic-lshtar, there is a stipulation IJrnt the father may grant freedom 

to t.he slavewoma.n and the child in which case they musr fo rfeit 

their share of paternal propeny.n The progression of events is 

different in this chapter as the anion rakes place at th e request o r 

Sara11, but 'it is Abraham who sends Hagar and lsluuael away. God 

also intervenes again to explain ro Abralrnm char "Your descend<u1ls 

will be called after Isaac" (21 :12), but that "I will make the son of 

your maidservant into a great people because he is a descendent of 

yours" (2 1:13). Hagar's status fluctuates between legitimate wife 

and slave in the t.wo chapters. 1;fible p~iJlts co the difference 

between the two scories in chapters 16 and 21. "For Hagar, the plor 

of the first story is circular, moving from Bondage to flight to 

bondage, ~hile the action of the second is linear, proceeding from 

bondage co expulsion to homeiessness."23 

2 1 Kenneth Louis Gros, e 
Narratives. New York: 
zz Pritchard, At:!fil, 172 
23 Trible, ..u.;~,l,lA.....~~ 

I 

( 
l.irerary Inreepreratjons of Biblical 
ing~n Press: 1974. 79. 
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B. Rachel and Leah. Bilhah and Zilpah 

The family narrative of Rachel a nd ~eah takes place in three 

chapte;s in the Book of Genesis: Chapters 29-3 1. Unlik~:he Sarah 

a nd Hagar narrative which is brokei1 into two parts in chapters 16 

a nd 21, the story of Jacob's family is contiguous. Jacob's variety o r 

marriage has been termed .fil!.lllil-1 marriage. It is used to describe a· 

type of marriage in which the wife does not leave the home of her 

family to enter the home of the bridegroom. lnsread tJ1e bridegroom 

leaves his home and enters the household of his father-in-law or 

molher-in-law. This has great bearing on the nar1 ative and Lile flow 

of rhe story from Jacob's entry into Laban's family to his ul timate 

departure. Although Jacob first encounters Rachel ar the well, 
.r 

Rachel and Leah are formally introduced.in Genesis 29:16 through 

their relationship as daughters of Laban: "Now Laban bad two 

daugh,ers, the name of the old<* one, ha-gedolah was Leah, and the 

younger one, ha-ketanah was Rachel." These terms remind the 

reader of the relationship between Esau and Jacob who are re ferred 

" to as older,~ and younger, rz.a.:ir in Genesis 25:23. Jacob agrees 

ro serve his uncle Laban f~r seven years for . the right to acquire 

Rachel as his bride~ Jacob receives his wife after seven years and 

after the wedding feast consulates his ffi¥1iage. It ls only the 

next morning that he realizes ~at he has been deceived and has 

married Leah, ha-~edolah. apd challenges Laban. Laban responds to 
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Jacob's challenge by explaining: "ll is not the practice to marry off 

the younger before rhe older" (Genesis 29:26). Although Laban and 

Jacob had established a contract. it was not binding when weighed 

against tl1e custom of the land in Laban's eyes. After he 1n,atries 

Leah, Jacob contracts to work another.seven years in return for 

Laban's second daughter, Rachel. The account in 29:30-30:24 of 

Jacob's wives bearing children is central to lhe story. The number of 

children borne to each woman and their birth order are procninent 

factors in the relationship between the sisters, their concubines and 

their husband. 

The n<trrative begins with Jacob encountering Rachel at the 

well. Rachel is described as yefal roar y'yefat mareh. (29:17). Their 

meeting is described in intensely emotional terminology: Jacob 

kissed, ya-yjshak Rachel, raised hls voice, ya-yj5a er kolo and wept, 

yayevch. le is obvious by this description that he is affected by her 

presence. When Jacob first encou3rers ~1ban, the issue of "serving" 

is mentioned immediately in verse 15 and seems to be a reflection 

from the greater Genesis family narrative of a central issue. The 

same term ~onveyed the blessing that Jacob fought for in his own 

family in chapter 27. After all, God told Rebecca that the older 

would serve the younger.is ~saac said to Esau, "I have given him all 

brothers for servants"26 and "You shall serve your brother."l7 It is in 

his relationship with Laban that Jiicob finally serves. When the 

sisters are introduced in Chapter ~9:16, the text teJJs us that: "Leah's 

ls Genesis is:23. 
26 Genesis 27:37. 
21 Genesis 27:40. 

') 



' J 

eyes were weak, bu t Rachel was beautiful and lovely." Allhough 

Snrna's opinion is that Rachel is mentioned here again ro introduce 

Leah and explain the birth order. it seems that the repetition of her 

name and l'ler beauty is deliberate and re-emphasizes the n::,al!On for 

Jacob's love.lll Jacob's service of seven.years lasts only o ne verse 

( 29:20) and he d1en demands "his wife" in verse 21. Although this 

might seems perplexing. a betrothed wife had the sratus of wife boll1 

in d1e Hmnmurabi's Code (Paragraphs 130 and 160). in Deuteronomy 

( 20:7' 22:23-24). 

In verse 23 aJter a great feast. Laban brings Leah ro Jacob and 

he "went into 'her." Jacob didn't know that he was with Leah all nigh1 

as it is staled in verse 25 : "ln the morning, behold it was Leah." 

Mow could Jacob have been wiLh Leah and not known it? The 

answe rs are rich in both comext and content. Aacording to many 

c9mmentators, a key verse is missing or has been omitted in the 

order of Jacob's wedding day. The Ancient Near Eastern wedding 
• • • ritµals presumed that d1e bride-to-be wore a veiJ.2') Jn Genesis 

24:65 there is evidence of Js::..ac veiling Rebecca during their wedding 

ceremony. ln'Akkadian the bride is called katalu karumtu. veiled 

bride, and pussUmtu, the veiled one.30 Assyrian laws make the 

raising of a concubine to the J:arus of wife contingent upon her being 

veiled in the presence 6f a cour t.31 The choice of night for the 

wedding feast seems to play into f deception that took place in 

28 Sarna, Ge nesjs 204. 
29 Ibid, 170. "' . 
30 Ibid, 170. 
3 1 Ibid, 170. 
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darkness. After tJ1e marriages, Laban gives each of his daughters a 

handmaid which is widely anesced ro as a custom in Mesopotamia. 

The narrative moves into 1l~e material of childbearing 

immediately after noting that Jacob "loved Rachel more than !Jcah" 
' 

< 29:30). The birth of Jacob's sons is arranged according 10 materna l 

origin. The narrative is divided into three parLs with four sons born 

in each section. Leah (29:31-35). BilhaJ1 and Zilpah (30: 1-13) and 

the four of Rachel and Leah (31:14-24) . The relationship betw<;en 

Rachel and Leah reaches a climax in their efforts ro bear children for 

Jacob and insure their dignity . The text emphasizes the retationship 

be tween the two sisters by building on the initial contract from their 

introduction as ha-gedolah. the older and ha-keranah. the younger: 

29 :1 6: The name of the older was Leah/ the name or the younger 

was Rachel; 

29,:17: And Leah's eyes were weak/Rachel was beautiful and well 

formed: " ' 29:18: Jacob loved Rachel/ Leah was unloved; 

29:31: And God opened her \Jomb {Leah's)/ but Rachel was barren; 

30:17: God het:!ded Leah and she' conceived/ God has denied you fruit 

of the womb. 

Rachel-is loved, yet barreh; Leah is unloved, yet bears. 

Although Sarai and Hagar never directly interact with each other in 

the Genesis 16 ancf21 narrative, Rafel and Leah as sisters and 

equals do interact with each other directly. "When Rachel saw that 

she had borne Jacob no children; she became envious of her sister" 

(30:1). {But th,...e same intentlris ~sent as in Geo 21:9, when Sarah 

saw the son of Hagar the Eg tian whom she had borne to 
' 
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Abraham ... '', jealousy and rivalry ensues) Leah, who has children, 

but not her husband's love, says: "ls it no t enough that you have 

taken my husband?" (Genesis 30:15) Ln verse 29:31 the word fil!ill!= 

ah, hared, is used to describe Leah. In Deuteronomy 25:15 senu-ah. 
I 

hated, and ahoovah, loved, are paired in a sihtilar contexl of a 

relationship of a husband and his co-wives. According to Sarna, 

tJ1ere it expresses not hated and beloved, but rather a relative 

degree of preference on Lhe part of the husband.3L 

The relationship between the sisters is played out in the binh 

of their respective children. ll is Leah who bears the first four' sons. 

Their names are obviously reflections of Leah's situation as unloved 

wife: Re uben, "The Lord has seen my affliction, surely now my 

husband will love me" (29:32); Simon, "Because the Lord heard tl1at 

I was hared, he has given me this son also" (29:33); .Levi, "Now mis 

time ~1y husband will be joined to me because I have borne him 

three sons" ( 29:34); and Judah, "This time I will praise me Lord" . ' 
(29:35),. There is no reason given for Leah ceasing to bear children, 

however Genesis 30:14 suggests that Jacob·ceased to perform his 

conjugal duty to l:ler. 

Like Sarah, Rachel is compelled by circumstances to offer her 

handmaid as a concubine to her h'sband. She tells him, "Here is my 

maid Bilhah, go into her that she may bear upon my knees and even 
,/ 

I may have children through her" (30:1. The key to this verse is in 

the symbolic gesture attested to widely m Ancient Near Eastern 

sources, especially Hittite.33 The placing or reception of a child on 

ZI ( ? 
32 Jbid, 119 
~3 Ibid, 208. . 



the knees of another signifies legitimization whether in 

acknowledgment of biological parenthood or adoption. ll is referred 

to in Genesis 48:12, 50:23 and Job 3:12. The symbolism of the knee 

as lhe center of generative power is the Akkadian birku, knee, which 

is a euphemism for genitals} + Although this act is usual~ 

performed by the father (the child is borne upon his knees) , here "it 

is of the primary interest of d1e adoptive mother who is intent on 

establishing her legal right to the child.".l5 In this verse we find the 

repetition f:rom Genesis 16:2 of the word ibaneh which is used to 

refer to the wives being "built up" by the concubines' children. In 

verse 4, Bilhah is called ifil:J.a (wife) as compared to 35:22 where she 

is called pilegesh (concubine}. ZUpah is called "wife" in verse 9. 

Sarna sees the effacement of social status over lime as a result of the 

difference between the two disappearing. The original difference , 

was that no bride price was paid for a concubine. Dan and Naphtali 

are born from Bllliah and it is Rachel who names both sons: Dru1, 
. " . "God has judged me.and has also heard my voice and given me a son" 

(30:6) rutd Naphtali; "With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled wh:h 

my sister, and have prevailed" ~0:8). 

Leah counters and echoes Rachel's actions by giving her 

handmaid Zilpah to Jacob. Leah's children throJgh Zilpah also reflect 

her emotions: Gad, "Good Fortune" (30:10), and Asher, "Happy am I 

fo~ the women will call m.e happy" (3~:13): It ~s-intt~ting to , 

compare the naming of Billiah's and Zilpah s children with Hagar s. 

3+ Ibid, 119. 
35 Speiser, Genesis. 230. 
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Ishmael, literally "God hears" in Genesis 16: 11, i L is Abraham in 

.Genesis 16:15 who names the child. 

The relationship beLween Rachel, Leah and Jacob continues to 

revolve around the issue of fertility in verses 14-24. The episode 

involving the mandrakes in this chapter needs consideratWn. Once 

Leah stopped bearing, she like her sister, gave her handmaid to Jacob 

to bear children for her. However, when her son Reuven brought 

mandrakes to her from the field. she uses them as a bartering cool LO 

again bear children with Jacob. Leah gives the mandrakes co Rachel 

in exchange for the ability to cohabit with her husband. The 

"Duda'im in verse 14 are identified as mandragora officinarum, a 

small yellow tomato-like fruit that had widespread medical use in 

antiquity. In Song of Songs the c01mection is made between dQ.d.i. and 

duda-im: my beloved and tJ1e mandrake.36 "The strange root plays 

a great role in the s1;1perstition of many ages and peoples as a magical 

fruit. Its fruit, which smells strongly and looks like a tiny apple, was - . also known at times <\S an aphrodisiac. Rachel, loved by Jacob but 

still childless, desires it because it can increase desire. For this 

wonderful fruit she will relinqu.i6h a night with Jacob in favor of 

Leal1, and the result of this transaction between the rival women is 

lssachar's conception."37 Although it is Rachet4vho barters the 

mandrakes from Leal1, she remains barren for another three years. 

This is contradictory co the aphrodisiacal association ~ili ilie ' 

mandrake. In connection with this transaction of b~enness and 

36 Song of Songs 7:14. 
37 Speiser, Genesjs. 280. 
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tjmes between verses 1-1-L-1. In verse 15 and 16 Leah and Rachel 

enact a barter agreemenL: the mandrakes ror a night with Jacob. 

Rachel directly asks Lea11 fo r some or her son's mandrakes in verse 

1-1. Leah responds, "You have taken away my husb<md, will you take * 
away my son's mandrakes as well?" Rachel offers Jacotl in return for 

the mandrakes and the deal is done. Fokkelmarm describes the 

relatjonship between the sisters and the use of the mandrakes: 

" ... boLh wives have a serious deficiency-Leah in love and recognition. 

Rachel in cluldren-which they plan to eliminate ror each other by a 

creaUve compromise. Yes, "help", but what sorrow and jealousy arc 

pi led up behind the short, very direct dialogue of verse 1-lb and 15 ! 

They exchange two trungs which would seem incompaLible, but bo rh 

have something to do wiLh sexual intercourse with Jacob and 

conaeiving.".l8 Sama points out that the verb~ underlines, the 

barter agreemen.t. In Genesis tWs root never connotes relationships 

of marital love, rather one used in unsavory circumstances)'> In 

" . verse 16 Sarna, Von Rad and other cornmenrators link the Hebrew 

s-k-r co the folk etymology for lssachar who issues from trus 

union.·m Leah uses the words: sachor sech'artic:ha l have hired you, 

in verse 16 as she tells Jacob of tbe agreement she made with Rachel, 

although she fails to mentiOn the landlady wifu whom she bartered. 

It is clear that Jacob becomes the bartered object in the deal between 

his rwo wives. In verse 18 she riames her son Issa(tia.r because God 

had given her secharti (my hire) . It is here that w~ also learn that 

38 Fokkelman, Genesjs 137. ~ 7 
39 Sarna, Genesis. 119. "' 
.+o Sarna,~. 210 al}d Von Rad, 290. 
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she regards this gift from God a resull of her gift of Zilpah 10 J~tcob: 

"God bas given me my hire because I gave my maid to my husband" 

(Genesis 30:18 ). Leah's sixth son is born and she names him Zebulun 

because "God has endowed me wilh a good dowry; now my husband 

will honor me, because I have borne him six sons." Finally, she bears 

a daugh ter, Dinah, whose name unlike tha t of her brothers, is not 

explained. After al l of these children, the text quickly refers back co 

Rachel, who is remembered by God and finally gives birth sayi ng in 

verses 23 -34, "God has taken away my reproach" and she cal led her 

chi.Id Joseph saying: "May the Lord add to me <m other son." 

The narrative continues in Chap ter 31 as Jacob takes his family 
I 

and flees fr4m Laban's home in Chapter• 31. When Jacob consul ts 

with Rachel and Leah, he speaks to them as ectuals, together. "As you 

know ... " 31:5. Jacob speaks to lJ1e sisters in the pJura1 form: Lah en, 

to them, and ~. your father. 1:e does not allude to their 

iRequalities or previous rivalries. ln 31:14, Rachel and Leah answer 

Jacob together
1 

with one unlfiea "Cleclsion. B.ecause Laban has treated 

his daughters as outsiders, Rachel and Le.ah-are uni ted against their 

father . All the wealth that God had taken from Laban and whlcb 

J·acob regarded as his just inheritance, the sisters regarded as 

belonging to "us and our children." Leah and Rachel are obvio usly 

refe.rring rb themsclves, but it is unclear whether or not Jacob is 

included in this new pact. 
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C. Conclusion 

There are a plethora of stories in the Genesis narratives that 

reflect the complexity of the,relarionships between co-wives, sisters, 

and concubines. The Abrahamic line begins with the birtp of two 

sons from lWO different wives. The relationship between Hagar and 

Sarah reflects the difficulty that rose from this arrangement. Their 

sons Isaac and Ishmael inherited the mantle of their parents' 

conflicts and are separated early in life. Although Sarah's 

grandchildren follow in her and Abraham's footsteps, Jacob and his 

wiyes move more easily in som~ ways through this complex 

arrangement. Jacob's children also inherit some of the family 

disharmony, however, the relationships between his wives and their 

concubines is much improved compared to that of Sarah and Hagar. 
I > 

Jacob experiences difficulty not only as a result of taking Bilhah arid 

Zilpah as ,wives, but as the result of the rivalrous relationship 

between Rachel and Leah . • 

( 
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The book of Genesis depicts four generations of a family 

co11!1cc1ed through their characceristics, actions and progeny. These 

stories revolve around the birth of a succession of sons who take 

over the mamle of L·he Patriarchy.• It is very clear in the Genesis 

mu-rativcs rhat the motivation for so much of the conflict ber~een 

both the women and rhe men is the porenciaJ for progeny. The 

womens' conOicrs originate in rhe realiry thar bearing sons insures 

matriarchal srarus, love and favor in bo th tJ1eir husband's and God's 

eyes. In addition, the future of the Israelite people depended on the 

ability in each generation of these women to beru· sons. Rachel's 

famous cry to her husband, "Give me. children or l shall die" (Genesis 

30:1) echoes the resow1ding cry of all the matriarchs who live with 

this knowledge. Sarah's bruTenness and the resulting relationship 

with Hagar 1;>ecomes a model for relationships between women for 

subsequent generations. Jacob's deception of Esau becomes a sub- · 

theme that is played out between parents and children as well as 

broth~rs and sisters. Due to the ~omplexity of relationsruifs belwc!!en 

multiple wives and multiple children, the issue of birthright and 

inheritance is an important thread t!lat runs through each 

generation, ultimately binding them togecher. 

A. Sons Define Status 
( 

The first generation of Abraha;n and Sarah t eblis~es the 

model of sons determining ma~archal status. It s ~ot enough 

- ' 28 
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that a woman be married to a Patriarch, she was expected to bear a 

son to carry on dle mantle of leadership. A woman who did not bear 

a son was left witJ1 the potential reality ol' exclusion from the 

ma triarchy. The birth of a son•was reason not only fo r celebration, 

as in d1c case of Isaac's mishreh gadol (Genesis 21:8) , his w~aning 

ceremony, but aJso for a sigh of relief on the part of the matriarch 

made evident in Rachel's exclamaLion: "God has taken away my 

shame" (Genesis 30:23). By the time that Sarah offers her handmaid 

Hagar to Abraham, she has been married for more than the requ isite 

ren years necessary before a husband can divorce a barren wife and 

is ninety years o ld. Sarah offered-Hagar to AbraJ1am, as was 

'cusro1muy for a wife who hadn't born a child, with the firm belief 

thar Hagar's child would be accounted as her own progeny. The term 

ibaneh mimenah (Genesis 16:2), literally, "I will be built up from 

her," has been interpreted by many commentators as a pun on the 

word~ or son.-11 One of Sarah's primary motivations for offering 

her. handmaid is to secure her'own status as a mother 01- Israel'. 

It is not Hagar's offspring, however, who serves this purpose; 

it is Isaac who becomes the fulfillJnent of God's promise to Abraham 

to make his descendants as plentiful as the stars in the heavens . .iz 

The confilct that results from Sarall and Hagar's s .. tus is played out 

through their children, and it is this relationship between Isaac and 

Ishmael that sets the stage for further confilcts over birf'hright, ' 

inheritance and legitimacy. Isaac becomes the father of Israel, while 

( '1 
-11Speiser,117. .. 
42 Genesis 15:5. 
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in the words of Pseudo-Jonachan;l.l Ishmael becomes the farher of a 

band of robbers. The intended ourcome of the,initial transaction 

betwee.i1 Sarah, Hagar and Abraham is unfulfilled. Fortunately, the _ 

disturbing end to their triangulared relationship with Hagar's 

banishment is not the fate of all handmaids in Genesis who are . 
elevated to the Status Of patriarch's wife. Although, in the next 

geqeration Rebecca is rransformed from barren to fertile, it occurs 

wiltlout the use of a handmaid or other intermediary. Rachel a nti 

.. teah are strongly influenced by the ability and/ or inabiliry ro bear 

sons. In addition, because of their unique situation as co-wives and 

sisters, they ~e rivals for their husband's love. The way to procure 

Jacob's love bot.I) from the women's ai1ojcoct's perspective is clearly, 
U1rough childbearing. It is Rachel's cry, "Give me children or I shall 

die" (Genesis 30:1) that gives such force to the impact of childbearing 

on a woman's status in the Bible. The power of this cry is recognized 

in the midrashlm in which ~achel's reputation as moth~r of all lsrael 

is given credence through her son and grandson: 

Israel is called by her name, as it says: 'Rachel 
weeping for her children' (Jeremiah 31:15); and not 
only by her name, but· by her son's name: 'It may be 
that the Lord .of Hosts will be gracious to the remnant 
of Joseph' (Amos 5:15); and not only by her son's 
name, but ruso by the name of her grandson, as it says, 
'ls Ephraim a darling to me?" (Jeremiah 31:20)." 
(Genesis Rabbah 71:2) 

In Midrash Tanhum!l Buber, God understands that Leah's hated 

status is due to her childlessness and therefore gives her children . 
43 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Genesis Chapter 21:13. 
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which insures Jacob's love.~-i Rachel pleads with Jacob ro give her 

children. naming bolh Abraham and Isaac as models of husbands 

whose efforts helped unburden their wives of barrenness. 

She said to him: Did your father, Isaac, do lhis ro your 
mother. Rebecca? Did not the two of them stand a nd 
pray for each other? It is stated (Genesis 25:21 ): 
'Then Isaac entreated the Lord on behalf of his wife.' 
You should also pray to the Lord for me? Did not your 
grandfather Abraham do for Saral1? He said to he r: 
'Sarah brought a rival wife into her house. She said to 
hLm' (Genesis 30:3) If this is so, Here is my maid 
Bilhal1; go Lnto her. He did not do so, but when she had 
actua lly given hLm her bondswoman, she immediately 
conceived and gave birth. Then Ra\ hel said : "God has 
jydged me", He judged me and found me guilty, He 
judged me and found me innocent. He has found me 
guilty by not giving me a son, He has found me 
innocent by giving my handmaid a son ... so she called 
hls name Oan." (Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vayersei 7) 

·' 

Jacob urges Rachel to look tfack to hls own grandmother Sara11 who 

brought her rival into her home to insure that she would be a(¥orded. 

a son. The consequences of Ifachel's and Leah's treatment of their 

handmaids is very different than what occurred with Sarah and 
/- . 

Hagar. The sisters' relationshlp is alternately tinged with jealousy 

and compassion, all centering around the state of barre.r1f ess or 

fertility at any given moment. Leah's compassion_ is portrayed in 

Genesis Rabbah as she prayed to change the embryo in her WOJflb to 

a girl and prayed for Rachel to bear a son co. elevate her statu~as a 

matriarch.~5 

~ Mid.rash Tanhuma Buber Yayetsej 7. t' 
45 Genesis Rabbah 72:6, Midrash Tanhutna Buber V · 7,k ct BT 
Berachot 9b. . · 
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Bilhah and Zilpah, unlike Hagar, achieve prominent smrus in 

three importa nt caregories. They are considered Jacob's wives, they 

ar e viewed by U1e tradition as two of the six matriarchs and they ar c 

connected to Rachel and Leah as their foalf-sisters.4<• ll1 order for the 

twelve sons of Jacob to be considered equal in any way, their linea~e 

had to be connected. As a result, the midrashim portray a deep 

interconnectedness between rJ1e four women. Altho ugh conflict 

surrounds Rachel, Leah, BilhaJ1 and Zilpah, they merit elevated sra tus 

due ro their sons. The relative equali ty that the midrashim po rt.ray 

tlmong rhe mothers helps to insure a degree of relative equality 

among their sons. 

B . . Barrenness 

Al tho.ugh initially the idea of a b~rren matriarch seems to .. be 

an oxymoron, implicit in each barren woman's circ.umstances is the 

inevita bility ~fa son.47 It is essential to pore bere that·a matriarch's 

barrenness is a prelude to the importance of the sons that she will 

bear. Sarah eventually gives birth to the son who will becpme the 

second patriarch and Rachel gives birth to Joseph who is accorded 

the birthright even though he is technically not Jacob's firstbo~fi son. 

These women suffer barrenness only to have it transformed as la sign 

, 46 Pesikta d'Rav Kahana: W,sg,a 1:7. This midrasb also a pears in 
different forms in Genesis Rabbah 74:13, Pirkei D'Rebb Eliezy 
Chapter 36 and in Targum YerushaJmi t6 Genesis 30:13 
47 Barrenness will be examined more dosely in chapter 5, pp. 54-61. . 

- 32• 



' ' • 

of chosenness when they eventually bear sons whose dc~t iny is tied 

to the leadership of thl' futLLrc or Israel. 

Through prayer. p leas 10 their husbands. offering thl'ir 

handmaids and exchan ging m.1nd rakes for husbands. lhl' Biblical 

matriarch~ ronsis1en1ly fight for their right 10 bear a son. This is tluc 

to the rl'ali1y 1ha1 the title of matriarch is inextricably tied 10 the 

gender o l their progeny. All 1hrl>e matriarchs O\'ercomc ~ome fom1 

of barrenness which, aCl:ording to the Rabbi~ . resulted lrom their 

individu,tl ;md collec1ive merit. The inclu~ion <U1d exclusion of 

Bilhah. Zilpal1 and llagar in their respect ive family units .tnd the 

larger 1\brahamic lineage seems rcu·ospectively co pe entirely 

dcpcndl'nl on U1e role of their sons in the fucure of the people of 

Israel. 

C. E>eception 

Su·iving for sons and for favored positions as wives Pl!r ma11y 

women. as well as their husbands, into comproml~ng positions in 

Genesis. The theme of deception begins even before an heir is born 

in the first generation. Abraham begins the cycle of decepllon by I 
twice implicating Sarah in schemes that force her to represent 

herself as his sister, not bis wife (Genesis 12:12 and 20:2). Although 

not direcUy related to the deception that occurs in subsequent 

generations, it is important to note that Abraham represents her as 

his sisrei, and the deception between family members later in th( 

Genesis narratives is in fact most pronounced,befWeen siblings. 
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Isaac not only replic:ues his father's deception in 

misrepresenting Rebecra as hi5 sister to King i\vimelech in 26:7. he 

also bequeaths a ponion of the rivaJry that existed between himself 

and Ishmael to his son Jacob. In Genesis Li:25, Jacob i.te:1ls the 

birthright by masquerading a5 E5au to hi!. father lsa.1c. h is Rebccra. 

his mother. who is implicaced as the originator of this plL111, as Jacob 

was her favored son. The midrnshim ponrny bau in <1 negative light 

after lllis episode. Like his uncle Ishmael, because he ii. not lhe 

chosen son from which the people of Israel will eman<1te, he is 

ponrayed negatively. lie causes Jacob to nee from their fat her, 

eventually crav~ling to Ishmael. learning his. evil ways and securing 

more wives from him.-111 ll is when Jacob begins his association with 

Laban that the.cycle of deception continues. Laban's deception is 

foreshadowed by the m1drasruc interpreta1Jon of his name as Laban. 
I 

the Arfilni, derived from the Hebrew rjmmah. to deceive . .i•> This 

same m1drash portray.s the discussion between Jacob aJ1d Leah after 

J:le discovers she is not Rachel, as a hurrful series or reminders ofll 

past familiar,deception. 

The entire nJght he called her Rachel a nd she 
answered him. ln the morning, however , 'Behold it 
was Leah.' He said to her: You are a deceiver and the 
daughter of a deceiver. Is there a teacher withouJ 
pupils? She answered, 'Didn't your father caJI you 
Esau and you answered him? So you called me and I 
answered you. (Genesis RabbaJ1 70:19) 

l 
.is Exodus Rabbah 25:28. Ishmael's reputation is also severely 
tarnished midrashlcaJJy. See Pesikta Rabbati 1:1, Targum Pseuao­
Jonathan to Genesis 21:9, Aggadat Beresrut 61:1, Exodus bbah 
Chapterl:l, and Genesis Rabbah 21:9 in Cllis regard. "! 
49 Genesis Rabbah 70:19. 
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Not only is LeaJ1 the deceiver, bu1 Rachel also deceives Jacob 1hrough 

her silence and facilitates Leah's entry into her own bed. '>O Rachel 

gives Leah the secret signs that Jacob had originally shared with her 

to insure that Laban didn't deceive him. ~ 1 

Deception is a theme within the generations or tlic matriarchs 

and patriarchs thar is pe.rvasive and continues into the fourth 

generntion '<vith Joseph and his brothers. Fathers dccc~·e sons-in­

laws. both brothers and sisters deceive each other and wives deceive 

husbands in these schemes. As each generation comes of age, the 

legacy o f deception is renewed as they arc forced to deal with the 

complexities that the ties of kinsl1ip bring. One area I hat is suffus.ed 

with examples of deception is the conOict over status as the first 

bqrn son . 

D. Illegitimate or Legitimate Sons: The Birthright and 

lnherirance 

The distinction between illegitimate and legitimate sons is tled 

' to the issues of birthright and inheritance. Once children are born, 

the matriarchs struggle in their efforts to secure legitimacy and 

subsequently the birthright for them. ln each generation , the birth 

of a son creates tensions as a result of the desire for birthright and 

so Yalkut Shirnoni Vol. 1, !flllfZ_l30. 
s1 According co Azulai Hesed le-AbrahaJtl n, they consisted of Rachel 
couching Jacob's right toe

1 
right thumb and right ear lobe. 
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Lhe inhericance. When Sarah assume~ her barrenness will prevent 

d1e fulf111ment of God'!> promise of a great nation 10 Abraham. she 

gives him Hagar. 1ol o nly did Sarah assume lhal she would be buill 

up through Hagar's child. bul according 10 Josephu~. "she cherished 

him with an affeccion no less than if it had been her own son. seeing 

Lhat he was being trained as heir to the chieft,tncy."H ll is only 

after she gives birth ro brute 1ha1 this changes. S.trah d<:m<mds the 

, expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael because of the 1hre.u th.it l:.hmael 

posed co Isaac's ascendancy 10 patriarchal status and her 0\>\'11 title of 

maLriarch. Once Sarah witnesses Ishmael's metsahck, playing in 

l!>aac's presence. she says 10 At\faham: 

.. . .. Now a.rise and write a will in favor of Isaac, giving 
him all that the Holy One has sworn to give you and 
your seed. The son of this bondswoman shall not 
inherit with my son, willi Isaac, as it is said: 'And she 
said unto Abraham, cast out this bondswoman and her 
son' (Genesis 21:20). (Pirkel d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 
30) 

According LO the Biblical text, Abraham is assured by God of 

Ishmael's future: " .. .Also of the son of the bondswoman I will make a 

nation, because he is your seed" (Genesis 21:13). According to 

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan's translation of this passage, God tells 

Abraham. "I will make a band of robbers of Lhe son of Lhe 

maidservant also, because he is your son."S.! The issue of bi'rl;hright 

and inheritance is central to thl relationship between Sarah and 

Hagar and Abraham. Because &s conflict is only becween two sQos, 

s2 Josephus, Iewjsh Antigyjries I: 214-218. 
SJ T,argum Pseudo-Jonathan to Genesis 21:13. 
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one legiLimate and one
1
illeg1timarc, the end result is black and white: 

Ishmael is banished and Isaac, the legitimate heir. carries the 
C>-

birthrigh l ru~d inheritance of the man Lie of the patrirtrchy with him. 

It i'i Isaac who unwillingly gives Lhe blessing of the firstborn LO 

the wro ng son when h e is deceived by Jacob. Jacob's own wivc11 and 

sons are- the inheri tors of his treacherous behavior when he 

masquerades as Esau.5" Although the issues are s imil,1r to Isa.it· and 

Ishmael's conflict. this family scenario is rnore romplcx d ue to the 

nu~ber and status of wives ai1d children. Deuteronomy 21: I S- 17 

contains the resolution of Lhe conflict between Jacob's firs tborn sons 

of his respective wives: 

· If a man has two wives, one belove\i and another 
hated and if Lhey have borne him chi1"dren, both the 
beloved and the haled, and if Lhe firstborn son be hers 
thal was hated;1hen it shall be that when he m.t.kes 
his sons ro inherit thal which he has, that he may not 
give the preference co lhe son of lhe beloved wife over 
the son of Lile hated wife, who is the firstborn. But be 
shall acknowledge the son of the l}ated as the firs tborn · 
by giving him a double portion of all tl1at he has. For 
he is the beginning of his strength, the. right of the 
firstborn is his (Deu,reronomy 21:15-17). 

~ah, who is~. bated, is the rightful mother of Jacob's firstborn 

son, R<luben. However, 1t is Rachel's firstborn son who is given this 

honor as firstborn: "These are the generations of Jacob. Joseph ... " 

(Genesis 37:2) The conllict between Reu~n and Joseph involves 

more than firstborn status. It includes bdth issues.of nationhood-the 

dilemma of Northern Judah and Southern Israel as the cvenruaJ 

s-1 Genesis 27:24. 
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inheritors of Israel's future-and forbidden relationships: Reuben 

sleeps with Bilhah, his step-mother in Genesis Chapter 35:2L. The 

birthright is given, then removed from Rueben. In addition. Jacob's 

shame <H his own deception of his father is appar!!nl as he gives rhe 

blessing to Reuben: "Unstable as water you shall no longer excel...for 

you went up to your own father's bed and defiled it."~~ In the 

Babylonian Talmud Leah compares her son Reuben to her falhcr-in­

law's son Esau. Esau voluntarily sold his birthright and hated his 

brother. while Reuben who suffered the same fate as his uncle, was 

nol jealous of Joseph. About Reuben, it was wrinen, "But as much as 

he defil<.'d his father's couch, his birthright was given to rhe sons of 

) Joseph." 5<· The assumption that the twelve tribes emanated from 

the sons of Rachel is also made clear by the Rabbis: 

And so you find in ' the case of Benjamin, when his 
mother said to him in Genesis 30:24: 'May God add 

. another son for me', the Holy One also added for her 
ten tribes from him and two cribes from Joseph. R. 
Samuel bar Nahman said: The Holy One raised up 
twelve tribes from Rachel, ten from Benjamin and two 
from Joseph. (Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vaye1sej 7) 

,,. 
Finally, the issue of inheritance and legitimacy among the sons 

of Rachel and Leah and their handmaids is much less pronounced I 
than in previous generations. When Raebel doesn't conceive, she, 

like Sarah, gives Bilhah to Jacob so that she will be jbaneh mimenah .,, 

built up from her (Genesis 30:3). However, unlike Sarah and Hagar, l 
here there is no question as to the legitimacy of the action or that 

SS Midrash Tanbuma Buber Yayetsej 7. 
56 B.T. Berachor 7a. 
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Bilhah's sons WOlLld be accounted to Rathel. Although the sons of 

BiJhah and Zilpa h are mentioned separarely at rimes in 1he Biblica l 

lexts57, all twelve sons obtain equal status through their adoption by 

Rachel and Leah. Targum Onkelos rranslates Genesi~ 30:3 in the 

following mrurner: "She will bear children tha r I will bring up 

(lilerally: on my knees)" which sign.il1es the adoption by Rachel of 

Bilhah's offspring. 

E, Conclusion 

The distinction, between legitimate and illegitima te sons paves 

the way for the conflict over birthrighr and inheritance. Although 

the issue of inheritance becomes more complex as the generations 

progress, the issues associated with it, including multiple wives and 

handmaids, become less complex. Tbe midrashim make rhe ties of 

kinship strqnger thereby diffusing some of the issues that create the 

original tension. The nµdrashic tendency coward inclusiveness in 

the area of kinship, especii:µIy between Rachel, Leah, Bilhah and 
/o 

Zilpah, are good examples of this. Although the specific issues are 

~ifferent for the generations of Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau I 
and Reuben and Joseph, the conflict over the status of fLrstborn son is 

an enduring leg;i.cy for all of these brothers. 

57 In Genesis 33:1-2, the distinction is made between Jacob's wives 
and children when he approaches Esau for the first time since th~ 
sep~ation. b ut of fear for their safety,_he pla~es the ~andmaids an( 
their children in front, Leah and her children m the rµiddle, and ? 
finally Rachel and Joseph in the back. 

3'9 
... , 

( 



• . 
. , 

r 

C hapte r 3 

The Merit of the Matriarchs 

' 



Due to their many artributes. the matriarchs are portrayed as 

deserviJ1g great merit. These four .... u men arc described in various 

ways throughout the midrashim, but the prevalence is to ponray 

them as shining beacons of righteousness. Even potenLially negative 

characteristics are transformed into positive attributes when the 

Rabbis desired to show them in a posilive light. Their actions, 

treatment of o thers, selflessness. prayers, modesty, barrenness and 

their constant investment in the future of the people of Israel are 

emphasized throughout the tex1s. 

JA. Indiyiduaj Merit 

Everything from the hidden meaning of a women's name to the . 
interpretation of her hidden though rs is utilized ln the portrayal of 

the matriarchs.as meritorious. For example, Phi.IE> describes Sarah's 

name as "virtue or wisdom described as sovereign or ruling."58 Nor 

only is Sarah's barrenness traqsformed, but when God remembered 

Sarah, all barren women were sinluJtaneously remembered with her. 
/ 

'Sarah said: Everyone that hears wi.11 laugh with joy 
with me' (Genesis 21:6). The verse teaches, that when 
o'ur mother Sarah gave birth co Isaac, at the same time 
all barren women were remembered by God, all the 
deaf were given bearing, all the blind were given 
sight, aJJ the mu(e were given speech, all madmen 
restored to soundness of mind. And so all who were 
otherwise afflicted said: 'Would that Sarah had been 
remembered fl second time so that we, too, could have 

58 Philo, Index of Names:, "Sarah." 413. 
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been remembered with her. (Pesikta d'Rav Kahana 
12iS1UI 2 2:1 ) 

Although Sarah's desire to bear children was foc used on he1· eventua l 

status as a ma triarch, she is greatly invested in the continuity of 

Abraham's lin~eage. According to Philo, Sarah is the personificarion of 

setnessness,in her giving of Hagar to Abraham: 

The excessiveness of her wifely love is indicated , for 
since she seemed to be barren, she did not think it 
right ro let her husband's house hold suffer from 
childlessness, and she valued his gftin more than her 
own standing." (Philo, Ouesrions a nd Answers lO 
Genesis Book W: 20) 

U Sarah is selfless, Rachel is personified by both her modescy 

a nd her setnessness, especially in dealing with Leah and Jacob. As 

Leah's enabler, the Rabbis deem Rachel especially meritorious. She is 

credi ted !10 t only with silence during Jacob'.s deception, but because 

of her mocleSQ', God restored the honor of the firstborn to her: 

R. Eleazar said: Wha t is the meaning of the verse: "He 
withdraws his eyes no,t from the righteous?" (Job 36:7) 
In reward for the modesty shown by Rachel, thr6ugh 
Saul she was granted a number a mong he r 
descendants; and in reward for the modesty shown by 
Saul, he was granted a number among his descendant 
Esther. Whac was the modesty displayed by Rachel? 
As it is written: "And Jacob told Rachel thac he was 
her father's brother.h ' Now was he her father'·s 
brother? Was he noc the son of her father's sister? 
What it means is this: He said to her: Will you marry 
me? She replied: Yes, but my father is a trickster and 
he wiU •outwit you. He relied: 1 am his brother in 
trickery. She said to him: Is it permitted the 
righteous to indulge in trickery? Yes. With tht!' pure 
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you show yourself pure and with the crooked you 
,show yourself crooked. (Sam 22:27) He said to her: 
What is his trickery? She replied: I have a sister 
older than I am, and he will not let me marry before 
her. So he gave her certain rokens. When nighr came, 
she said to herself, Now my sister will be put 'to 
shame. So, she handed over the tokens to her. So it is 
writteri: 'Ahd it came ro pass in rhe morning that, 
behold, it was Leah.' Are we to infer that up to now 
she was not Leah? What it means is thar on account 
of the tokens that Rachel gave Leah, he did nor know 
until then. Therefore she was rewarded by having 
Saul among her descendants. (B.T. Baba Bathra 
123a)S'.l 

, In her efforts to shield and protect her sister from humiliati(l)n and 

J shame, Rachel gives up her starus as first wife. The Rabbis reveal 

her selflessness in this passage: 

When Leah saw that she had borne six, she said: 'The 
Holy One made this agreement with Jacob to raise up 
12 trib~s. Now here I have borne six sons, and the 
two bondsmaids, four. That makes ten.' Then Leah 
conceived again. Our masters have said: she conceived 
a male. Leah said: 'Here I have conceived, but my 
sister Rachel has not gi\ten birth.' What did Leah do? 
She began to pray for mei:cy on her sister Rachel. She 
said, Let whatever should be within her belly becom€ 
female, and let not my sister Rachel be prevented 
from giving birth to a son.' The Holy One said to her: 
.'By your life, you have had mercy lJpOn your sister. 
See I am maJ<ing that which is in her belly female, and 
I am remembering her iJ1 this regard. I Then 
afterwards she bore a daughter and called her Dinah. 

- What is the meaning of Dinah? That she argued 
against giving birth to a son ou condition that Rachel 
bear a son; for thus it is written below (Gen 30:22-3) 

59 Parallel are also found in Yalkut Shimoni Vol.1; rfIDfZ...1~5 and B.T. 
Me2'mah 13a-b. 
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"Then God remembered Rachel...and she conceived and 
bore a son." The verse likens her giving birth to her 
conception. Just as her conception was painless, so 
was her giving birth painless. (l\lidrash Tanhuma 
Buber Vayetsej 7)C.o 

Rachel embodies che selflessness 1.ha1 the Rabbis attributed to Sarah; 

she is more interested in the future or the people of Israel than her 

own status as wife or matriarch. Because she acts justly, her 

daughter is named, Dinah, reflecting this justice. The midrashim also 

portray Rachel as the "foundation or the world": "No one main1ains 

c Israel in the world but d1e children of Rachel" and Is rael is catled not 

)only by her nam e, but by Iler son Joseph's name and her grandson 

Ephraim's name.61 Because Joseph ultimately inherit·s the leadership 

of Israel, the Rabbis' give Rachel the ,title of "foundation of the 

world." In addition, R~chel is given precedence over Leah when she 

is mentioned lacer lo the history of che Jewish people as cited in che 

midrash below: 

Where is it shown that she is the chief of ilie house? 
Where Leah's children adJ11ic it (Ruth Rabbah 7:13).,.. 
Boaz and all his court were from the tribe of Judap, 
from the sons of the sons of Leah. And what is written 
in Ruth 4:117 Then all the people who were in the 
gate and the elders said: 'We are wimesses. May the 
Lord make the woman coming out of your house like 
Rachel and Leah, both of whom built the house of 

·Israel.' Hence, Raebel is the chief of the house since it 
is stated in Gen 29:31, 'bul: Rachel was akarah', barren. 
(Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vayetsei 7) 

60 Another version is found in Genesis Rabbah 71:8. 
61 Genesis Rabbah 71:2. 
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In this ~idrash, according lO the Rabbis, even Lhc chih.lrcn of Leah 

admit that Rachel is the chief. II is intere~ting to note that although 

Rachel is favored by Jacob, Leah is ch<u-acterized as possessing a 

merit of greacer depth than her ~ister. The faCL tl1at Leah was hated 

does not impede the Rabbis' all<.'mpls to make her hated Matus 

become an asset to her. In the following midrashim, her eyes are 

chfu.ac terized as weak, bul this quali ty is transformed into a positive 

and meritorious auribute: 

Why was Leah hated? Not because she was more ugly 
than Richel. In fact, she was as ~autiful as Rachel, as 
stated "Laban had two daughtersJ (Gen 29:1G) They 
were equal In beauty, srature, and loveliness. "And 
Leah's eyes. were weak": When Rebecca bore Esau and 
Jacob, there were born ro Laban rwo daughters, Leah 
and Rachel. They sent letters to each other and agreed 
among themselves that Esau wo uld rake Leah and 
Jacob would take Rachel. Now, Leah would ask about 
the conduct of Esau and would hear that his contluct 
was bad. So she would cry all the time and say: 'Thus 
my lot ·has fallen to this wicked man.' And for thrs 
reason her eyes became weak. (Midrash Tanhuma 
Buber Vayetsei 7) 

TJ;lis rnidrash explains that she wasn't hated; she was equal to Rachel 

in rrum_y areas. Tt then goes on co charttcrerize l}er weak eyes as a 

resu.lt of her tears over her fate to become Esau's intended wife. 

Even her physical attributes are turned into gl_?wing rributes to her 

merit. Leah's eyes are rakkQI, which is commonly translated as 

"weak." However, .call.km is transformed into arukhot or lengthy. , 
The length of her gifts are depicted: the kingship, the priesthood and 
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anointing oil,<>2 and it is said that her bounties were extensive.<..! 

According to such midrashim,<>~ Rache} was to marry Jacob, and Leah 

was to marry Esau. Because of her tears God transforms Lea.h's fare 

and she marries Jacob and bears his first child. 

The frui1 of Leah's labors are also portrayed by the Rabbis in 

comparison to her sister Rachel. The matriarchs and patriarchs are 

symbolized in the midrash as parts of che fruit of the Hadar Tree. 

Leah is described in rhe same glowing terms that describe Jacob: 

"Boughs of thick trees symbolizes Leah (Jacob): jusr as the myrtle 

was crowded with leaves, so was Leah (Jacob) crowded with 

children."fJ5 In comparison to Rachel, Leah is descrjbed as ill\: 

gedOlah, che great one:.great J her gifts; the priesthood fo'. all u'me 

through Judah and royalty for all time through Levi."'' 17inally, it is 

Leal1, not Raebel who merits the privilege of ultimately being buried 

with Jacob.67 

In order for these matriarchs to appear as positive role models 
-

of virtue, the Rabbis easily transform their negative qualities into 
'\ 

positive ones. Although the Rabois use these same characteristics 

occasionally to_.Portray the matriarchs as lacking in merit, here it is 

clear that they are .upstanding women who merited the honored 

stat.us of Molhers of the people Israel. 

62 Mldrash Tanhuma Buber·yayersei 7 . 
63 B.1'. 'Baba Barhra 123a. · 
64 Genesis Rabbah 70:16, Midrash Tanhuma Buber ~ei.7. 
6s Leviticus Rabbah 30:9. 
66 Genesis Rabbah 70:15. 
67 Genesis Rabbah 70:12. 
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B. Treatment of Handmaids and Hysbands 

The matriarchs did not live in a vacuum. They interacted with 

each other, their husbands. their handmaids and their children. In 

these relationships, the Rabbis portray them a~ deeply 

compassionate and invested in the future of Israel. Throughout the 

challenges that these women face. the Rabbis Ifft them up and allow 

them to be outstanding models of friends, wives. mistresses am! 

sisters. 

Although Hagar is ullimutely banished, the Rabbis make certain 

ll1at Sarah is a compassionate mi~u-ess \Vhen llagar lives with her. 

The midrashim pot)ray Sarah as urging Hagar '? lie with Abrahmn: 

"She persu:ided her with words: 'Happy are You to be united with 

such a holy ma.n."'68 Sarah gives Hagar to Abraham as a wife. not a 

concubine. Finally, when Hagar conceives and women coh1e to visit 

Sarah, she directs them to Hagar to inquire·as to her welfare. . . 
"La.dies used to come to inquire how she (Saraikwas, and she would 

say to them, 'Go and ask about the weifare of this poor woman 

Hagsir."'M All of chis is attributed to "the excessiveness of her wifely 

love", as indicated by Philo.70 Sarah's love of Abraham and sincere 

concern for his future is supported by her willingness to be called 

"his sister" to sav~ his life in Genesis 12:12 and 20:2. 

Racbet and Leah also offer Bilhah and Zilpah freely, although 

the midrash suggests that it was Jacob who initiated this 

68 Genesis Rabbah 45:3. 
69 Genesis Raobah 70:3-4. 
70 Philo, Oyestions and Answers to Genesis, Book ill: 20. 
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arrangement.71 Rachel is able 10 view Bilhah'l> children as her own 

as is Leah with Zilpah's childrep. The Aramaic translat ions assume 

Rachel adopted Bilhah's children. '"She will bear children lhal I will 

bring up"JL When Rachel prays 10 God ror a child, she feels that God 

has found her innocenr bemuse her handmaid Bilhah bears her son, 

Dan.7·~ ll is because Rachel and Le.th include their handm,tids in 

their extended Families as legitimate wives of legitimate :.ons that 

Jacob's children later are treated as equals in the text. Rachel's 

understanding or the imporrancc of the line of Jacob is cle.tr when 

she says: "If I am not worthy of Lhe world being built up through 

me, let it be built up through my sister." As an extension of this, in . 
the midrash, sh.e adds'.J"Wcre nor his adventures ~ne?"74 She is 

able to give up her own srarus lo insure Lhal Jacob's line wi ll 

Continue. 

C. The Matriarchs' Przyers and God's Answers 

Not only do the matriarchs deal with other human beings in a 

meritorious manner, but their relationship with God is also an 

indicator of their merit. All three women deal with some state of 
0

barrenness that is ceptral in their relationships with God. Sarah is 

remembered by God oot only by being able to bear at such an 

71 Genesis Rabbah 71:7. 
72 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan co Genesis 30:3 and Targum Onkelos to 
Genesis 30:3. 
73 Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vayersei 7. 
74 Genesis Rabbah 71:8. 
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advanced age, but God also provides her with miraculous abilities in 

order to prove her merit as this midrash describes: 

R. Berechiah, citing R Levi, said: You find that when 
our mother Sarah gave birth, the nations of the world 
declared-and may we be forgiven for repeating what 
th~y said-Sarah didn't give birth to Isaac, it was Hagar, 
Sarah,'s handmaid-she gave birth to him. What did the 
Holy One do? He withered up the nipples of rhe 
noblewomen of the world's nations, so that they came 
an(;! kissed the oust at Sarah's feet, pleading with her: 
'Do a good deed and give suck to our children.' 
Thereupon our Father Abraham said to Sarah: '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 says, "Sarah gave, children suck" 
(Gen 21:7). No~ that the verse does not say "chill!!", 
but "children". (1'sikta d'Rav Kahana Dili1a 22:1) 

Rachel, like Sarah, was remembered by God in her change from 
I 

barrenness to fertility. 

R. Johanan said: There are 4 keys in the hand of the 
Holy One that He has not delivered' tQ. the humans of 
the world: the key of rain, the key of sustenance, the 

• key of graves, and the key of barren women. , Yet, 
when they were needed, the Holy One delivered them 
to th~ righteous. In respect to the key of barren 
women, "Then God remembered Rachel .. :and opened 
her womb." (Mldrash Tanhuma Buber Vayetsei 7)75 

Rachel is elevated to ki status ~qual to Sarah, and is also considered 
I 

a beacon for the rigbteoµs and for all barren women. In Psalm SS, . . 
the .phrase "For those with m~ are many" Jacob and Leah are 

1s This tradition is also found in Genesis rulbbah 73:4 and Targum 
Yerushalmi to Genesis 30:22. 
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por trayed as the many, prayi.ng with Rachel to bear.7<> Even the 

matriarchs themselves prayed for Rachel to bear a son: 
I 

Said Rabbi Hanina b. Pazzi: Tbe matriarchs were 
prophetesses, and Rachel \vas of the matriarchs. ls it 
not written, 'The Lord add co me other sons,' but, 
'another son': she said, 'He is but destined to beget 
one more; may it be from me.' Rabbi

0 

Hanina said: All 
the matriarchs assembled and prayed: "We have 
sufficient males, let her be remembered." (Genesis 
~abbah 72:6) 

Although sbe wrestled with her sister, this wrestling is transformed 

inco Rachel's supplication and prayer and her desire to emulate Leah 

by having children.77t Rachel's merits are bountiful and•she is 

ultimately rememberld not only for her own sake: but for the sake 

, of her sister Leah, for the sake of her husband and for the sake of 

the other matriarchs.78 

Leah's prayers go beyond her ovm need.for children. She 

prays thar·the embryo in her womb would be changed to female in 

order for Rachel to bear.a son,7'> and sbe-ptays for he,i: own fate to be 

changed as the intended wife of the wicked Esau. The Rabbis say, 

referrG1g to Rachel, "Great is prayer, it annulled the dec1:ee, and she 

took precedence over her sister.0080 In Midrasb Psaims 55:19, thls 

• story is reversed so that it is Rachel who was fated to mai-ry the 
} . 
\ 

76 Midrash Tanhuma. Buber Vayetsei 7. 
77.Targum Onkelos to Genesis 30:3. 
78 Genesis Rabbah n:3. 
79 ·B.T. Berachot 9b, Midrash Tanhuma Buber vayetsei 7 and Genesis 
Rabbah 72:6. 
so Genesis Rabbah 70:16. 
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wicked Esau and it is Jacob and Leah toged1er who pray to God to 

change Rachel's fare: 

The verse: " In multitudes", al ludes to Rachel. Thus 
the words. "so that none came nigh me" (Psalm SS: 19) 
meant that the design of Esau came not nigh to Rachel, 
though the arrang~ments were that Jacob was ro rake 
Leah and Esau was to take Rachel. And who brought 
it about that Rachel was delivered from him? Those 
who 'in multitudes ... were with me' (Ibid) by which it 
meant that Jacob and Leah also pu r prayers together 
for Rachel. Thus we read "And God remembered even 
the person of Rachel" (Gen 30:22): In this verse rhe 
name Rachel by itself implies tha t God remembered 
her because of her own merit, and the phrase 'the 
person of Rachel' implies that He remembered her also 
beqtuse of the merit of the patriarchs•and matriarchs. 
(Mi~ash Psalms SS:19) 

Finally, because of Leah's prayers, and because of her hated status 

God hears her and gives h(!r children to make h'er dear to her 

husband.SI 

D. Conclusion 

The matriarchs' relationships with God and the implications of 

the.ir p~yers are complex. These women ut:ili~e prayer. as a way to 

a~tain love, marriage, favor, sons, and even ave~t a tragic fate. God's 

re~ponse t6 each woman is to give ~er the gift of sons. For each 

woman, there were additional gifts after they bore a son. For Sarah, 

81 Midrash Tanhwna Buber vayetsei 7:10. 
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Hagar and Ishmael are banished, Rachel is given the merit of the 

firstborn son and Leah r}:!ceives the love of her husband. 

Merit is a very important componenr in the sratus of each 

woman. The Rabbis e!1visioned each matriarch as a vessel from 

which the future of the Jewish people poured. Because of this, it was 

easy for them to find ways to emphasize the meritorious behavior of 

each woman, even to the extent thar they would transform rhe 

negative into the positive. Although the Rabbis also portray the 

negative qualities of these women, it is never when they wanr to 

point towards Sarah, Rachel or Leal1 as mothers of the children of 

Israel. In all of these cases the women are favored by God, treat 

each other and ~eir husbands compassionat~ly and are greatly 

interested in the future of Israel, even ro their owq detrimenr . 

' 
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The issue of barrenness is an essential factor in the Genesis 

narratives. It is linked to o~er important themes, including love. 

favor, remembrance by God, the need for handmaids and wives, 

jealousy between women, and eventually, firstborn status. Sarah , 

Rachel and Leah all resort to the custom of bearing through their 

handmaids, "ibaneh roimenah"-I will bear tluough her, a practice 

that was common in the Ancient Near East.82 Barrenness not only 

signi.6es tl1e important status of tlle children eventually born to 

barren women, but also opens the doors for many different rypes of 

relationships between men and women in these narratives. Without 

barrenness, Hagar would have remained a handmaid and the 

relationship ~erwe; Abraham, his two wives an~ theii two sons 

would not have occurred. Similarly, without barrenness, Rachel's and 

• Leah's relationship would have taken on a new level of rivalry . 

Bilhal1 and Zilpab like Hagar, would qever had been escala·ted to a 

status as tlle wife of a patriarch. 

' 

A. An Oyeryiew of Barrenness 

Barrenness is treated very seriously in our tradition because it 

prevents tlle ultimfte initial commandment to "go forth and 

multiply" (Genesis: 1:28). Childlessness is equated with deatll in 

more than one place 'is our texts: 

82 See Chapter 1, pp. 11-12 for a more ill depth analysis of this 
custom. 
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Rav Joshua ben Levi said: Anyone who is childless is 
accounted ~s dead, for it is wri tten. "Give me children 
or else lam dead." (Genesis 30:1) And it was taught: 
Four .are accounted as dead: a poor man, a ' leper. a 
blind pe~son, and one who is childless ... And the one 
who is childless, as il is written: "Give me children or 
else I am deao." ( B.T. Nedarjm)S' 

In addi tion to this, barrenness is portrayed as one of th e four keys 

that is.no t given co human beings, but wl1ich God delivers to the 

rightetus when needed.8~ 

B. The Barren ?tfatrlarchs 

J 
In the cases of Sarah, Rachel and Hannah, ironically barrenness 

functions as a sigo that they will evenrually bear a son who will have . . 
great significance in rhe hisro1y of Israel. For both Saral1 an,d Rachel, 

barrenness is as painful and as .real as dearh. Rachel cries ~ut, "Give 

me children or I shall die", and according to the Mid rash, Sarah is as 

good as dead a.no demo!ished due to her childless status.: 

'It will be D1at l will be built up through her.' (Genesis 
16:2) It v.ias taught: He. who has no child is as rhough 
he were dead a.nP demolished. As though dead: "And 
she 'said unto Jacob, Give me children or else 1 am 
dead". Gen· JO:l. As though demQlished: It may be 
that I will be built up thrpugh h.,h , and only that 
which is demolished must · be bujlt up. (Genesis 
Rabbah: 16:2) 

83 Alse cited in Lamentations Rabbah 3:2, and Yalkut Shimoni: 
V~h.µne 1:27 and attributed to Rav Shmuel bar Nahman. 
84 Midi-ash Tanhuma Buber ~yetsei 7. 
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According ro lhe Rabbis, the matriarchs were barren for a variety of 

positive reasons: 

Why were the matriarch 's barren? R. Levi said in the 
name of R. Shila and R. Helbo in R. Johanan's name: 
Because the Holy One, Blessed be I le, yearns for tJ1eir 
prayers and supplications. Thus it is wrinen: ·o my 
dove, thou art as the clefts of lbc rock' (Song or Songs 
2:14) Why did I make you barren? ln order that,' Let 
me see your countenance, Jct me hear your voice' 
(Ibid). R. Azariah said in R IIanina's name: So that 
they might Jean on their husbands in spi te or their 
beauty. R. Huna and R. Jeremiah said in the name of R. 
Hiyya b. Abba: So that U1ey might pass che greater 
part of their life untrammeled. R. Muna. R. ldi and R. 
Abin in R. Meir's name said: So that their husbands 
might derive pleasure from them, for when a woman 
is pregnanl, ~e ls disfigured and lacks grace. Thus 
the whole ninety years that Sarah did nae bear, she 
was like a bride in her canopy. (M.idrash Rabbah 45:4) 

In this mid.rash , the Rabbis por tray barrenness as a desirable 

conditiop, witl1 the acknowledgm~c that it 'was only a temporary 

Slate. Although tl1e image of God desiring womens' prayers' is . ' 
~eautiful, it seems thal the Rabbis perceived barrermess as the most 

compelling reason a women would have to pray. Pregnancy is 

portrayed as an' undesirable state, one which bµrdens a woman's life 

and makes her undesirable to her husband. This is definitely a male 

perspective on barrenness,' in light of the fact tl1at tl1e barren women 
' 

of Genesis considered pregnancy many times more desirable than the 

gift of barrenness. Although barrenness is the cause of great distress 

'for many women, it is eventually is a factor integral to their positions 

of importance in the text. For the matrjarchs, barrenness is the key 
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to their struggles with God, their husbands, their co-wives and rheir 

sisters. It is also the key to the.ir ultimate standing as matriarchs. 

C. Results of Barrenness 

Tbe results of barrenness are different for each matriarch. 

Because of Sarah's barrenness. Hagar becomes despised. Sarah 

banishes ber and causes her to miscarry by casting the evil eye upon 

her. The positive effects of her barrenness iU"e made evident when 

God enables Sctfah to ijckle hundreds of children a;rer she gives 

birth to Isaac in tJtis ntidrash: 

R. Berechiah, citing R Levi, said: You find that when 
our mother Sarah gave birth, the nations of the world ' 
declared-and may we be forgiven for repeating what 
they said-Sarah didn't give birlh-t:o Isaac, it was Hagar, 
Sarah's handmaid-she gave birth • to him they said. 
What did the Holy One do? ,He · withered up the 
nipples of the noblewomen of the world's nations, so 
t!Jat they came and kissed the dust at Sarah's feet, 
pleading with her: Do a good deed and give suck. to 
our children. Thereupon our Father Abraham said to 
Sarah: This is no u.me for modesty. Hallow the Holy 
One's name. Sit down in the marketplace and give 
suck to their ~hildren. · Hence it says: "Sarah ga~e 
children. suck"\(Gen 21:7) Note that the verse does 
not say :'child", but "children". (Pesikta D'Rav Kahana: 
JllWl 22) 

Sa.a.h's change in status is not only from barrenness to fertility. ln 

additicm to ~aring a son, rhe Rabbi~ give her fertile status universal 
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and magnanimous proportions. To prove her feniliLy , God wilhers 

the nipples of the noblewomen. ~Ol only can she suckle Isaac, but 

she has the capacity to suckle all the children in the region. Sarah's 

relationship with God seems to have improved since God asked 

Abraham "Why did Sarah laugh, saying 'Shall I who am old, bear a 

child?' ls any thing too hard for the Lord?" (Genesis 18: 13) 

Like .Sarah, Rachel's barrenness brings her closer to God, bul 

increases the enmity between her and Jacob and Leah. Rachel's cry 

of "Give me children or I shall die" in Genesis 30:2 is answer~d by 

Jacob response: "Can l take the place of God w,ho has denied you fruit 

of the womb?" Rachel isj arful that Jacob will divorc~ her and she 

will be forced to marry Esau as this midrash explains: 

When Leah gave birth for Jacob, Rachel was depressed 
saying: Perhaps Esau will take me' since I have not 
given birth to a child. But when she had given birth to 
Joseph she said: God has taken· away my shame. 
(Midrash Tanhuma Buber Vayetsej 7 )85 

She wrestles with Leah and prevails when her handmaid Hilhah 

·bears Naphtali. Her relationship with Leah is not completely 

damaged by her barrenness; the midrash characterizes Leah's 

acquiescence to be bull~ up not o;:tly through Bilhah but also through 
f 

Leah. 

ss 1n accordance with ~bi's interpretation of Genesis 30:22, the 
word "me" should'be amended to "you" so that the rnidrash reads: 
"Perhaps Esau will take me (Rachel), not her (~eah)." A~cording to 
Rasbi, Rachel feared that Esau might take her if Jacob divorced her. 
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Wi th mighty wrestlings have 1 wrestled with my 
sister." I had perfumed my bed, Lhad allowed myself 
co be persuaded, 1 exalted my sister above me. R. 
Johanan interpreted it: I should have been a bride 
before my sister. Now had I sent a warning to him, 
Beware you are being deceived, would he not have 
refrained? But I thought,' if I am nor worthy that the 
world should be built up through me, let it be built up 
through my sister. (Genesis Rabbah 71:8) 

This mid.rashic portrayal shows a marked departure from the results 

of Sarah's atrempt to be built up d1rough Hagar. Not only is Rachel 

confident in being built up chrough her handmaid, but through Lhe 

midrash she transcends her jealousy and rivalry for the sake of 

·Jacob's line. She underst_ands that she will be.built up through Leah's 

children. Ultimately, mi6iy of the conflicts involving 'barrenness are 

res.olved when Rachel's status is changed from loved and barren to 

loved and fertile. Leah was hated, but fertile according to the t~xl. 

The cause for her ceasing to bear is unclear. Did .Jacob stop 

cohabiting with Leah or did she become barren for a period of tim.e? 

Because she is unable to bear, she is motivated to trade ~e 

mandrakes that Reub'en brought her in Chapter 30:14 fof d1e 
r 

oppor,tunity ~o spend.a night with Jacob. According to the m.idrash, 

both Rachel and Leah gained and lost from this transaction: 

Then Rachel said o Leah: Give me, I pray thee of your 
son's mandrakes and she said to her: "Is it a small 

, d " y · matter tliat· yoq have taken away my husban . ou 
woµld improve my 6eard·with ,hair from my .beard. R. 

· . Simeon caught: Because Rachel treated that righteous 
man Jacob so slightingly, she was not buried together 
with him., Thus it says, "Therefore ht; shall lie with 
you tonight,"' hinting. with' you he will lie in. death, .not 
with me. R. Eleazar said: Each lost by the transacnon, 
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and ~ch gained. Leah lost the mandrakes and gained 
the tnbes (and the birthrigl:J.t), while Rachel gained the 
mandrakes and lost the tribes and the birthright. R. 
Samuel b. Nahman said: The one lost mandrakes and 
gained two tribes and the privilege of burial wi th him. 
while Rachel gained mandrakes and lost the o·ibes and 
burial with him. (Genesis Rabba11 72:'3)l!C. 

In the context of Rachel and Leah's•confiict, this midrash seems 

appropriate. It is Rachel's barrenness that motivates her to barter 

for the mandrakes: She doesn't s.eem to care if Leah benefirs from 

this transaction, she only desi1:es·ro bear herself. The miarash points 

out that the transaction and the barrenness that motivated the 

transaction .i:esulted in both losses and gains for both women. 

D. Conclusion 

Barrenness is a key t9 the special status of the matriarchs. 

Although the paj.n that they suffer is inunense, their barrenness is 

central to their ultin1ate status as matriarchs and to the significanc;e 

of the sons they eventually bear. Both Safllh.and Rachel bear sons 

that take over the mantle of the patriarchy and without whom the 

stories and the history of the people of Jsrae! could npt progress. 

Without barrenness, the r~ationships that are pla)'.ed out in. the 

Genesis narratives would have been severely altered. Barrenness is 

the ultimate motivation in the change of status of Hagar, Bilbap and 

·Zilpah, and the eventual birth. of half siblings in the Abrahamic; 

lineage. 

86 This tradition is-also foµnd in S~ng of Songs Rabbah 7:14. 
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As the Mothers of Israel, the matriarchs are portrayed in 

glowing terms. The Rabbis, h.owever, have no qualms about 

embellishing their negative traits or even transforming their posirive 

attributes into blemishes when they feel it is justified. Alrhough 

throughout the Rabbinic period irwas considered inappropriate ro 

disparage the matriarchs or the patriarchs, the Rabbis overlooked 

this prevailing custom if a point needed to be made. If the 

matriarchs acted as the most powerful role models in the text, why 

not .utilize chis power co reach lessons even about the negative 

aspects of human beings? 

One does nor have to look far ro fin<! examples of the negative 

character traits that re attributed by the Rabbis to the 'female 

species. 

R. Levi said: Women possess the four following 
characteristics: they are greedy, inquisitive, envious 
and indolent. Whence do we know that they are 
greedy? From what it is written, ''And when the 
woman saw that the tree was good for food" (Genesis 
3:6). Whence do we know them to b,e inquisitive? For 
it is written, "Aiid Sarah heard 'them at the· door" 
(Genesis 18:10), rbat is, she was eavesdropping. on the 
angel. Whence do we know that they are envious? 
"And Rachel envied her sister". (Genesis 30: 1). 
Whence do we know that they are indotenFbr it is 
written, "Make ready quickly, three measures of fine 
meal" (Gene~is 13:6). The Rabbis add two more 
chara~teristifS; they are quarrelsome and ·gossips. 
Wherice do we know that (bey are quarrelsome? And 
Sarai' sjlid udtQ Abram: "My wrong be upon you'' 
(Genesis 16:5). And whence do we know that they are 
gossips? For it is •written, "And Miriam spoke" 
(Deucerooom)". 24:9). (Deuteronomy Rabbah 6:11) 
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In this text the Rabbis use Sarah, Rachel and Miriam to exemplify the 

fout negative character traits that women possess. Ald10ugh they 

are clearly important positive role models at other times in the Bible, 

here the Rabbis have no problem anributing negative characteristics 

to the Matriarchs . 

If A. Negative q1aracterizatipns of the Women in the Genesis 

Narratives . 

Hagar and Sarah's relationship is one of subordinate and 

mistress. Hagar is portrayed ns a gift given to Sarah by Pharoah•as a 

result of the plagues that GoJsent on her behalf. The Mid.rash plays 

on the word~ or gift as related to me name Hagar.87 Sarah 

offers Hagar to Abraham and, after conceiving, Hagar disparages her 

mistress in mis way: 

Hagar would say: 'My mistress Sarai is n9 t--inwardly 
what she is outwardly; she appears to' be a righteous · 
woman, but she is hot. For had she been a righteous • 
woman; see how many years have pa~sed widiour her 
conceiving; whereas I conceived in one night." 
(Genesis Rabbah 45:4) 

' . 
Hagar is treading on-.thin ict The Rabbis portray her in direct 

opposition to the Ancient ,N~ Eastern laws governing handmaids · 

who act·ll;S surrogate mothers for their mistresses.SS These laws 

87 Genesis Rabbah 45:2. 
88 See Chapterl, p. 13 which refers to the Ur-Namrnu Laws. 

63 



... 

• 

' 

I ~ 

reflecc the subordiilate sratus thar handmaids couLinue ro have even 

after they conceive. A handmaid who has conceived is not allowed 

by law to disp-arage her nlistress and can be punished for the 

infraction. It is not only Hagar who acrs defiantly in this case . 

Sarah's response co Hagar's conception is to abuse both Abraham and 

Hagar. The Rabbis link Sarah's word ··~. my wrong. in chapter 

16:5, to "hjmmes", to scratch, and portray Sarah as scratching 

A~raham's face.89 The Rabbis also insinuate tl1at Sarah's auempt to 

return Hagar to bondswoman status from wife was unsuccessful, thus 

she resorted to other tactics. 

R. Abba sai~: She restrained her from cohabitation. R. 
Ber~khiah 'laid: She slapped her face witl1 a slipper. 
R. Berekhictfl said in Rabbi Abba's name~ She bade her 
carry buckets of water and barn rowels to cpe baths . 
(Genesis Rabbah 45:6) 

The midrash adds that Sarah put the evil. eye on Hagar and she 

miscarried. This is repeated when she sends Hagar and Isl;mael into 

the wilderness where the Rabbis poi;rray Sarah as giving the evil eye 

' to Ishmael in· order to explain why Hagar had to carry her grown son 

as th~y depar.ted.90 Finally, Sarah's motivation for expelling Hagar 

and Ishmael are made clear. According to Josephus, a 

metamorphosis takes place after her own child is born: 
' . I 

Sarah at the first, when Ishmael was born of her 
servant'.Hagar, c4erished him witl1 an affection no less 
than if he had been her own son, seeing tl1at he was 
being trained for' the chieftancy. But wben she her self 

89 Genesis Rabbah 45 :s: . 
90 Genesis Rabbah 45:5 and 53:13. 
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gave birth tcvlsaac, s~ felt it was wrong that her boy 
should ~rought up with Ishmael, who was the older 
son an~~ might injure Isaac after their father was dead. 
(Josep~us, Jewish Antjqujries 1:214-218) 

The basis for the negative characrerization 'of Sarah in 1he mid rash is 

a direct result of her rivalry ;-vith and jealousy of Hagar. Once it is 

apparent that Isaac \s ~o inherit Abraham's mantle as patriarch., 

Sarah does everything in t)er power lo misu-ear both Hagar and 

Ishmael, and to insure their ultimate banishment. 

The rivalry wd jealousy that are found in tJ1e stories of Jacob's 

family involves Rachel and'Leal1 and not their handmaids. In fact 

Bllhah and Zilpah"are used to legitimately build up both sisters in 

their rivalry ~etween one anotJ1er. In this way, the :ivalry mat 

existed between Sarah and Hagar that ultimately prevented Ishmael 

from obtaining any legiPI11acy, is resolved ui the episodes between 

Jacob's wives. However, the tension mac exists berween Rachel and 

Leah is more complex man it was berween Sarah and Ij gar. The 

first indication of rivalry is mrough me description of Rachel as 

aboovah,, loved, and Lea.\l as ~. hated in Genesis Chapter 29: 30 

and 31. 
The fact U;lat Leah is described as hqted in the text has multiple 

interpretations accordin~ to the Midrash. Leah i
0

s hated according to 

the Rabbis because wicked.chlldr~ would eventually come from 

her,91 because ·she scoldeq Jacob for wo.rking me additional seven 

years ro}I RacheI,92 and because she acted like one who was hated.93 

91 Aggadat Bereshlt 49. ' 
92 Midfash Tanhuma Buber VayecseL 7. 
93 Genesis Rabbah 71:2 
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Another interpretation of he~ hated status is contained in Lhe 

following tradition: 
• 

All hated her: Sea travelers hated her, land travelers 
abused her, and even the women behind the beams 

. abused her saying: 'This Leab leads a double li fe: ~he 
pretends to be righteous, yet it is not so. for if she 
were righteous, would she have deceived her sister? 
R. Judah b. R. Simon and R. Hanan said in the name of 
R. Shmuel b. R. Isaac: When the patriarch :Jacob saw 
ho'v'f Leah deceived him by pretending to be her sister, 
he determined to divorce her. (Genesis Rabbah 71:2) 

t 
This midrash portray"s Leah as hated by everyone. It is interesting 

to note the similarity betv\'.een what is said about Leah and what 

Hagar says about Sarah in Genesis Rabbah 45:4. Both speeches depict 

Sarah and Leah living two lives; one outwardly righteous while the 
' other is deceitful. The midra'.shin1 a~ how these matriarchs cqu.lc;I be 

so righteous if one could not conceive and the other deceived her 

husband? This highlights the Rabbis' tendency to pick and choose 

the characteristics or behavior to be emphasized which would enable 

them to paint a positive or neg.alive portrayal of the.matriarchs in 

the Mid.rash. 
Although it is Raebel who iS the favored and loved wife, the 

Midrash attributes more jealOUS)'. to her than to Le.ah. She does not 

exl)ibit jeal~usy when Leah is married to Jacob, however her jealousy 

becomes· apparent when the focus is on Leah's good deeds: 

When she (Rachel)'. saw Jer sister. brought to her 
wedding canopy, she-was notje~ous, and now she was 
jealous. ,What caused her jeal.ousy7 She was jealous of 
Leab;s good deeds. She said: 'Were: it not that she is 
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more righteous than I. God woutd'not have given her 
sons before me.' Therefore she was envious. She said 
ro•Jacob: "Give me children or I shall die" ... Jacob said 
to her: "My father Isaac had only one wife, therefore 
he prayed on her behalf. buL I have four wives. 
(Aggadat Bereshit -m 

' Tbis view of Rachel is common in Lhe tvlidrash. Leah possesses Lhc 

one thing Rachel desires: the abilicy to bear children. Rachel seemed 

to acquiesce completely when her sister switched places with her, 

but when she realizes that she Is barren and Leah is not, her jealousy 

and the ensuing rivalry .cannot be contained. 

And when Rachel saw that she bore Jacob no children, 
Rachel envied her sister It.Genesis 30:1). R. Isaac 
obsefved: It is wricte.il, 'Let ~t thy heart envy sinners' 
(Proverbs 23:17), yet you say, Rachel envied her 
sister~ This, however, teaches that she envied her good 
deeds, reasoning: Were she not righteous, would she 
bave borne children? (Genesis Rabbah 71:6) 

Not only does Leah possess this gift, but she has the honor of bearing 

Jacob's.first born son, Reuben. It is_ Reuben who fini;!s- the 

mandrakes that are the subject of the haggling that goes on betw~en 

Rachel: and Le~ ;rter.Leah ha~ given birth to children. The 

mandrakes are in L-eah's possession and Rachel wants thern, 

apparenll:$1 for their aphrodiasical properties.94 Leah agrees to give 

them away on the condinon maf she can lle with Jacob. Accordiiig to 
I 

this midrash; Rachel mistreated \]~cob and because of this, Leah is 

buried with'.}~cob: 

94 See Chapter 1, .p. 23 for an explanation of the pow~ of the 

mandrakes. 
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The~ Rachel s~d to Leah: "Giv~ me, I pray thee of your 
sons mandrakes, and she said to ber: "Is it a small 
matter that you have taken ·away my husband". R. 
Simeon taught: Because Rachel treated that righteous 
m~1 J~cob so sli~htingly, she was not buried together 
with him. Thus lt says, "Therefore he shall lie with 
you tonight," hinting with you he will Lie in death, not 
with me. R. Eleazar said: Each lost by the .transaction, 
and each gained. Leah lost the mandrakes and gained 
the oibes (and the birthright), while Rachel gained the 
mandrakes and lo~t the tribes and the birthright. R. 
Samuel b Nachman said: The one lost mandrakes and 
gained two tribes and the privilege of burial with him. 
while Rachel gained mru1drakes and lost the tribes and 
burial with. him. (Genesis Rabbah 72:3) 

This tradition points out h2w much was actually determined bY 

Rat hel's slighting of Jacob~he loses the privilege of burial and the 

tribes (lssachar and Zevulun), while only gaining the mandrakes. 

Although Leah is bated, Rachel is here depicted as treating Jacob ,in a 

hateful way. We can hear itilere in her words. "T~erefore he shall 

lie with you toriight for your sons mandrakes" (Genesis 30:15). 

1\3.chel has slighted Jacob by using him as a paW'n. 

For all of their dissent and rivalry, Rachel's and Leah's final 

words.are spoken together, in unison as they answer Jacob in Genesis 

'3l:14 "And Rachel apd Leah answered and said to him: "ls there yet 
' ) . 

any portion or ~eritance for us in our father's house? Are we not 

counted as strangers b)'. b.iro, for _he bas sold us and quite devoured 

also o~r money." ·As innocuous ~s this statement seems, the Rabbis 

are able to turn it into the reason for Rachel's untimely death. This is 

a good example of the Rabbi's tendency ~o imbue an innocent 
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statement with negative connotations. She died, simply because she 

spoke out of turn, before her elder sister.'l5 This is a good example of 

the Rabbis' ability to exemplify both the positive and negative 

nuances of a relationship in the text. On one hand, the Rabbis 

portray the cwo sisters answering Jacob together as they agree for 

the first time in the text. On the other hand, rhis very dialogue is 

cited as an example for Rachel's untimely death. The Rabbis portray 

her an~wering Jacob out of turn, before her older sister. 

B. Impact of the Negative Attribures of the Matriarchs on 

their Family RelaJio~ 

The stress of having m0re than one wife and multiple children 

from multiple wives is portrayed clearly in the Midrash. All:hough 

Abraham ultimately sends Hagar, his second wife, and their son 

Ishmael into the wilderness at the bid°dlng of Sarah and God, . 

according to the Rabbis\ he still is upsetartd concern~ about their 

ultlm~te fate. Saiah begs Abraham to divorce Hagar and send her 

away. Here, Abraham, like Sarah, was indeed concerned with the 

prospci:t of Ishmael making trouble in the future and desired to 

' make Hagar's statu~as a bon'1swoman public. Note the following 

midrash in this reg¥ct: 
I 

Abraham rose· early and wrote a bill of. divorc~ and 
gave it to Hagar and he sent her and her son away 
from himself, and from Isaac, his son, from this world 

95 Genesis Rabbah 74:4. 

69 



./ 

.. 

' 

' 

f 
and from the world to come, as it is said: "And 
Abraham rose up early in the morning and took bread 
~1d a bottle of water." He sent her away with a bill of 
divo rcement, and he took' the veil. and bound it 
~ound her waist, so that it would drag behind her and 
disclose the fact that she was a bondswoman. (Pirkei 
d'Rebbe Eliezer Chapter 30) 

This midrash ·also shows that Abraham desired w see where Ishmael 

and his mother were going. According 10 the end of this midrash, 

"Abraham ·desired to see Ishmael his son, and to see the way that 

they went." It is obvious how trying the presence of multiple wives 

was to the family dynamic . 

• 
Jacob, too, experi~es this same dilemma in i:egards to Rachel 

an~ Leah. When Jacob saw that Leah had deceived him by . 

prefencling to be her sister on their wedding night, tl1e midrash 

reveals that he was determined to divorce her.% When Rachel 

pushes him tcrpray pn her behalf for children, he.lashes out at her: 

. Jacob's anger burned agains_t Rachel and he ~ai.,d: "Am 1 in the place 

of God, who has withheld from you fruit of the womb?" (~enesi s 
, 30:2) Both ·Abraham ~d Jacob experience similar frusrratio_n as a 

resu!t of th~ circumstances. They face the needs of not only 

~ultiple wives, but as patriarchs, the will of God also weighs heavily 
I ' 

on their decisions. ThE\' children of the co-wives, sisters, and 

q :mcubines also face tur\>ulence as a result of the feud between .their , . 
piothers. Isaac and Ishmael an~ Reuben and Joseph are portrayed as 

96 Genesis Rabbab 71:2. 
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reaping what their moll1ers have ~own. The repcrcus~ions of llleir 

mothers' battles can be felt in their own live~. 

C. Conclusion 

It is clear chat the same qualities which had been the 

underpinnings of the matriarchs' merit, have been transformed in 

these mid_rashlm into rJ1e affirmation of the blemishes on their 

character. According to llle midrashim, they did not always behave 

in a way that was befitting a molller of Israel. Instead, chey quarrel 

With each ocher, mistreat ~e anotller, rivalry and jealousy cr~te 

rifts between tllem, and th~ relationsrups with their htrSbands and 

children suffer as a result. Although she is anolller human being, 

Sarah mistreats Hagar as her subordinate. Once llagar is banished by I 

Sarah, she doesn't have to deal witll che repercussions in her own 

nudear family. · Although in the Midrasb, Raebel and Leah have no 

conflicts with cheir subordinates, Bilbab and Zilpab, tlley themselves 

experience severe rivalry and jealousy. The sanle feelings that Sarah 

has towards Hagar are also iUuminated in the midrashim about 

Rachel and Leah. 
• Because Hagar's son Ishmael and Hagar herself are not included 

in the Abrahamic'line, it{s easy to.find examples of the Rabbi's 

negative comments aboul" Hagar's and Ishmael's character. The same 

is· not i:rue for Bilhah and 2ilpab, who have emerged unscathed by 

the Rabbis' portrayal in our tradition. As we will see in Chapter 

Seven, it is because of their maternal standing as the legitimate 
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mothers of Jacob's children that they .tre included in the Abrahamic 

lineage and not disparaged by the Rabbis. 

' 
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C hapter 6 

Excl usivity and lnclusivity of' Co- Wi ves, Concubines 
and Handmaids 
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There is a great deal of ~luu1ge in the portrayal of the 

relationships between the women in lhe Genesis narr.ujvcs. This can 

be observed in the u-ea1ment of to-wives and concubines through 

the course of the generations. When a malriarch fai led to have 

children of her own, she gave her handmaid to her husband. Sarah 

was unable to follow through with her initial plan to include Ishmael 

as her own son once Isaac is bom. Hagar ii> not included in the 

Abrah~ic lineage as a matriarch because it is Isaac, not Ishmael 

r.bat b~comes Abraham's legitimate heir. Concraslingly, Rachel and 

Leah were able to not only include their handmaids in thejr fanuHes 

as co-wives and co-mothers, bul were able to accept the children of 

their handmaids as legitimate hcirS of Jacob, their husband. Tbe 

differences between th~ 1wo families are apparent in both the 

Biblical and the nudrashic material. Not only are Bilhab and Zilpah 

included in particular midrashilll as two of the six matriarchs, but I 

the midrashic tendency to include the sons birtl~ed by the handmaids 

to the patriarchs in the AbrabamlC lineage is expressed in the 

portrayal of both Abraham and Jacob man:ytng their h~dmald­
wlves after the death of Sarah and Rachel and Leah. 

~. Exclusion of Co-Jr¥1ves and. Concubines 
I 

The m~tabllity of Hag~'s status is very dear throughout the 

midrashim. Although she is )dentified as the daughter <;>f Pharoah 

and even the granddaughter of NirorOd,97 she is referred to as wife 

97 Targum Pseudo Jonathan and Targum Onkelos 10 Genesis 16:2. 
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and concubine even after she has given birth to Ishmael. Yet. Pltjlo 

depicts Hagar as a temporary fixture in Abraham's life. not his wife. 

According to Philo, Hagar's name means "sojourning."'>R In this 

midrash, God speaks lO /\braham to clarify lhe ultimate status of tJ~e 
two women in his Life: 

Rabbi Jehudah said: In that night the lloly One, 
blessed be He, was revealed to bim. He said ro him: 
Abraham, do you not know rhat the Sarah was 
appointed to you for a wife from her mother's womb? 
She is your C<¥1\panion and the wife of your covenant; 
Sarah is l}Ot called your handmaid, but your wife: 
neith~r is Hagar called your wife, .but your handmaid; 
and all that Sarah has uttered she Jrns spoken 
truthfully. Let it nor be grievous in your eyes, as it is 
said: "And God said to Abraham, Let it not be grievous 
in your sight" (Genesis ?1:12). (Pirkei d'Rabbi Eliezer, 

Chapter 30) j 
Portraying Hagar's scarus as a handmaid throughout the narrative is 

clearly one of the recurring. themes , as the following tradition points 

out. 

"And he said: Hagar, Sarai's handmaid" (Genesis 16:6). 
So runs the proverb: •If one man cells you that you 
have asses' ears, do not believe him; if cwo cell it to 
you, order a halter.' Thus Abraham said: 'Behold, thy 
maid is in your hand; ,the angel s~d: Hagar, Sarai's 
handQlaid. Hence, 'Anti she sa,i.CI: I fie~ from the face 
of my mistress, Sarai'. (Genesis Rabl;>ah 45:7) . . . 

Here the Rabbis construct the fustances when Hagar is o/111ed a 

handmaid by Abraham, by the angel and finally as she ,refers co 

herself. This sentiment is echoed i~ the description of Hagar's . 

wandering in the desert as lctoiao-Y: The Rabbis link the root of 

98 Philo, Index o( Names. Hagar. 
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wandering (~) with Jeremiah 10: IS which statc1.: "They arc 

vanity, a work of delusion." (.ldllLim)'l'> This reference 10 idol making 

in Jeremiah as a work of delusion is compar<:d to llagJr'~ wandering. 

Although 11le major conmc1 revolving around Hagar in\'olvel> S.tr.th. 

her mistress, Abraham's direct feelings about his second "~fc .rnd 

son are also portrayed in 1he Midrash . 

Abraham rose early and wro1e a bill of divorce and 
gave it ~o Hagar, and he scn1 her and her son away 
from himself, and from Isaac, his son, from chis world 
and from the world to come, as ir is said: "And 
Abraham rose up early in the morning and took bread 
and a bottle of water" (Genesis 21:14). He sent her 
away with a bill of divorcement, and he took the veH. 
and bound it around per waist, so that it \vould drag 
behind her and disej>se tbe fact tbal she was a 
bondswoman. Noc onfy tbis, but Abraham desired 'o 
~ee Ishmael, his son, and co see the way that they 
went. (Pirkei d'Rabbi E!iezer, Chapter 30) 

The duality of Abraham's feelings are represented; he is both sad at 

the departure and relieved. The tension is clear; Abraham must send 

Ishmael away although he still loves him an~ wants to see him. He 

gives Hagar the bill of divorce which denotes that she had lhe rights 

ot a wife, but he .desires, like Sarah, to make public Hagar's stat\IS as 

a slave in order to protect Isaac's rights of inheritance. Because her 

son's' Status as firstborn is rsurped by Isaac, she is no longer 

necessary in the Genesis narratives in terms of the continuity of the 

~ 

people of Israel. A~cordin~ to the. Rabbis, tbis exclusion was • 

necessary to create a definitive oovndary between rsaac and Ishmael 

as legitimate sons. Hagar is considered a~ a stranger, once Isaac 

99 Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 30. 
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enters the family. Although her status changes in Genc\is Chapter lC> 

as a wife, in Genesis Chapter 21 she returns to handmaid/ slave 

status again. 
ln comparison , Rachel and Leah had a complctel)' different 

relationship with their handmaids. ~o the issue of the c:>..clusion of 

their handmaids is not relevant 10 them. The rivalry between Rachel 

and Leah, however, gave rise to an exclusion of a different kind. The 

relationship between these two sisters mirrors Sarah and Hagar's 

relationship in its focus on childbearing. Although they are noc 

tedutically excluded, they are al different limes portrayed as 

envious, hated and jealous. Rachel and Leah bear children 

s~parately, never contempopineously. When one' sister bears, i,t has 

deeper implications than reJtrncy alone. She is granted status as a 

mo~r of Israel and a matriarch, while at that time, her sisrer is 

· excluded from the right to motherhood and the matriarchy. 

B. Inclusion of Co-Wiyes and Handmaids ' 

Altho~gh !"fagar is.excluded from Abraham's family once .Isaac 

is born, her changing status is evident in the shift of the Rabbis' 

Portrayal of her from slave to free, concubine to wife. They even 

picture her remarrrin& A6raham after Sarah's death. All:hougb 

Hagar ts included most oft~ by the Rabbis before Sarah gives birth 

to Isaac;, her status is not completcly dependent on Sarah's ability to 

bear. Even before she gives birth co lstunael, Ragar is banished by 

Sarah. "And when Sarah dealt harshly with heT. she fled from her 
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face". (Genesis 16:6) In one midrash, Sarah e'en begs Abraham 10 

write a bill of divorce before sending Hagar and Ishmael ~way. This 

seems 10 acknowledge llagar's status a~ wife. 

Ben Terna said: Sarah said \O Abrah<lm: Write a bill of 
divorce and send away this handmaid and her son 
from me and Isaac. my son, in this world and in the 
world to come. (Pirkei d'Rebbi Elie-£er. Chapter 30) 

Why would. someone give a bill of divorce to a handmaid unless she 

had been elevated to the status of wife for a period of time? She is 

elevated to this position according to the midrash, because it would 

be inappropriate for a handmaid or slave 10 bear the patriarch's 

children.100 Another midrash makes it clear lhat Sarah gave Hagar 

to Abraham to be a wife t~him: · 

An9 she gave her to Abram, her husband, to be a wife 
to him, but not co another; to be a wife, bur not a 
concubine. (Genesis Rabbah 45:3) 

Not only is Hagar portrayed .as bis wife by tht: Rabbis because of her 

status as the mother of his child, but Abraham's deep feelipgs for 

· Ishmael ru;.d ~agar atE: revealed in this midrash which was ci~ed 

above: 

He sent her away with' a bill of divorcement, and 
be took the.veil, and oound it around her waist, so that 

. it would drag behind her and disclose the fact that she 
was a bondswomari. Not only this, but Abraham 
.desired to see Ishmael his.son, and to see the way that 
they went. (Pirkei d'Rabbi Eliezer: Chapter 30) 

100 Targum Pseudo Jonathan to Genesi~ 16:5. 
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.. All.hough this midrash reveals Hagar's statu~ .ts wife and concubine. 

Abraham's concern is reve~1led in nis desire to know where Hagar 

and Ishmael are going. The veil that he lies around her waist is both 

a symbol of Abraham's need to distance l1imself from llagar and 

Ishmael, as well as a way for him to quietly keep his connection to 

them. Hagar was his wife; Ishmael was his son. The Biblical text 

clearly makes this point in Genesis Chapter 1. 1: 11: "And the thing 

was ver)'. grievous to Abraham because of hiS son." This is opposed 

to Isaac who is c.:alled "Saral1's son". Abraham's sadness was due to 

the departure of his son. Abraham is also very concerned with 

Hagar's treatment as a re(\ection of God's presence in their liyes. 

When Sarah requests thaJl tagar be returned to her status as a 

handmaid, Abraham tells her: "Once we have made her a matron. 

we cannot go back and enslave her, for to do so would be a 

desecration of God's name ... " tot 

The Rabbis' attempt to keep Hagar connected to Abraham is 

strangely apparent in their depiction of Abraham's marria?e ro Hagar 

after Sarah's death. Iris made clear in the following passage: 

After Sarah's death, Abraham again took Hagar his· 
divorced wife as it is said: "And Abraham again took 
his wife and her name was Keturah". (Genesis 25:1) 
Why does it say "ptd he again?" se<;ause on th~ first 
occasion she was ius wife and he agam betook himself 
to her. Her name was Keturah. because she was 

· perfumed ·with all l\inds of scents. (Genesis Rabbah 
45:8) • 

101 Midrash Proverbs, Chapter 26:1. 
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This is a rare example of lhe Rabbis' inl'lusion of Hagar in Abraham':. 

nuclear family for her own sake. The midrash s 1ressc~ lha1 Abralum 

married Keturah again, and according 10 the Biblical 1cxL. the onJy 

other woman to be his wife besides Sarah. was Hagar. In Chapter 2-1. 

it is inle resting to nole that Isaac was at .lk:fr laWli ful• on his way 

to procure his wife Rebecca. This is lhe place that llagar munes in 

Chapter 16. lmmedialely after this is the stmemenl that J\bralmm 

again was married and his wife's name was Kerurah. lOl 

Hagar is ultimalely excluded from the Abrahamic lineage and 

his nuclear family. Although God does promise both llagar and 

Abraham that Ishmael would be the father of a great nation, Hagar's 

status is mutable throughQut the Genesis narrative. Because s)le is 

an outsider, the anempl o~ the pan of the Rabbis to include her as a 

wif~ both before and afrer Sarah' death, is interesting to 

contemplate. 
Rachel and Leah do not share the same difficulties with their 

handmaids that was true of Sarah and Hagar. ln facl, with all of the. 

conflict that was generated between Rachel and1.eal1, the ~bbis 
seem to ha;'e very little interest in portraying any animosicy 

'between the h¥1dmaids and their mistresses. Qµite the opposite 

seems to occur. 
' Because of the end/ring legll;CY of all twelve of Jacob's children, 

the Rabbis recogdjze Bill\ah's and Wpah's status as that of the 

"matrlarchs." The highest achie~ement in the Rabbis' eyes was being 

designated as a matriarch or paqiarch-thc mothers and fathers of 

io2 Genesis 25:1. 
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the people of Israel. Amazingly, Billuh Jnd Zilpah achic'c this status 

=is this midrash points out clearly. 

And .the princes broughl their offerings b<.!forc 
the L?rd, SL'< wagons, (Numbers 7:3) corresponding to 
the six days of creation. six, according to the six ord<.!rs 
of c~1e Mishnah, six, correspondi ng to the sh: 
macnarchs: Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel. Leah, Bilhah. Jnd 
Zilpah. (Pesikta d'Rav Kahana, mma I :7) 

ln addition Philo gives Bilhab credit in the succession of bcariog 

Jacob's children. He interprets BUhah's name as •s,.,oallowing" and 

shows that because God desired to continue creating sons with the 

striving of the body, it was Bilhah who was chosen to bear after 

'Leah, not Rachel. t 
) 

The filling of the belly is the most essential ma11er, 
• and the foundation of the other passions. None of 

them, as we see, can take shape unless it has Lhe belly 
to support it. When Leah's sons, the good things of the 
soul, had been born before Jacob's other sons, and had 
ceased with Judah, who is praise, GQd, being about to 
create representatives of the forward striving of the 
body as well, causes Bilbah. Rachel's hCll\c:lmaid, to bear 
c,hildren even before her mistress. Bilhah is 
'swajlowing'. (Philo, Alle2orjcal lnteroreratjon Ill. 

144-147) 

What is even more stri.kin& is the Rabbis' attempt in various 

midrashim to tie, Bilhahf>.nd Zilpab to the Abrahamic line in different 

ways. Bilhah and ZUpah are portrayed as two other daughters of 

Lab~ who had been borne from his own concubines.•
0

3 Joseph~s 
points out that "the tw0 sisters each had a handmaid given them by 

103 Genesis Rabbah 74:13, Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 36, Targum 

Yerushalmi on Genesis 29:24. 
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r -their father-Leah had Zilpah and Rachel, Bilhah-in no way slaves, but 

subordinates." 104 According to Josephus, Bilhah and Zilpah were not 

bondswomen. The Testament of the Twelve ParriarchslllS notes that 

these two handmaids were the daughters of Rotheus, a broLher of 

Deborah, Rebecca's nurse, a God-fearing man belonging 10 the family 

of Abraham. Bilhah and Zilpah are also portrayed as sisters in 

Jubilees 28:9. Because of the tendency to relate all of rhe tribes to 

Abraham, these associations make sense. Bilhah and Zilpah were Lhe 

legitimate mothers of'Jacob's sons. 

Finally, the conllicr between Rachel and Leah is resolved in 

different ways throughout the Midrash. Although there are·many 

· instances in which d1e s1t5ters are portrayed in' opposition, o;ying to 

/upersede each o"ther, ~Rabbis portray them ultimately as equals. 

Targum Pseudo Jonathan cranslates Rachel and Leah answering 

Jacob, "And Rachel and Leah answered and said to him ... " (Genesis I 

31:14) as: "And Rachel answered with the consent of Leah, and dley 

said to him .. ~." l06 explaining that Leah was in agreement widl Rac~el. 
Finally, Rachel and Leah do have childre? who are impor~ant in dle 

scheme of the generations and the ultimate future of dle,people of 
,... 

Israei. Tnfs l'assage gives a clear picture of d1is portrayal. 

'Now Laban had two daughters' like two beams 
running from enj to the o.ctier end of me world. Each 
p roduced caprrups, each produced kipgs, from each 
aros. e slayers of ijons, from each arose conq~erors of 
countries' from eaoh arose dividers of countries. The · 
sacrifices' brought by die son of each overrode the 

104 Josephus, Jewish Antigujries: 1, 302-305. 
10s The Testament of Naphtali 1:9. · 
106 '.fargum Ps~udo-Jonatban to Genesis 31:14. 
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Sabbath. The wars waged b) (he de~cendancs of both 
overr?<1e. the Sabbarh. To each was given two nights. 
th e n~ght of Pharoah and of Sennacherib to Leah. and 
the n~ghr of Gi~eon and ?f. ~lordechai to Rachel. as it 
says, ~n rhal 111ght the kmg could not sleep' l fa t G: I ). 
(Genesis Rabbah 70:1 5) 

The Rabbis interestingly pla) on 1.he word .b.illlil l. daughters. a~ 

meaning .bQ.ruil, builders. ln rhis midrash . Rachel and Leah are given 

equal status as the morhers who are the builders of Israel. 

C. Conclusion 

I 

Many lessons are 1'affied rhrough rbe Rabbis' t.r,eatment of the 

G~esis narratives. The Rabbis are consistent in their utilization of 

any charac ter or any situation in the portrayal of the reality 1.hat 

they want the text to reflect. This is evident through the changing 

status of co-wives,,concubines and sister:; in theif family 

relationships. A woman c~ be both includ~<l and excluded as a 

legitimate mother and wife or a slave in one single midra"sh. In 
' 

Hagar's case, her status as a wife was necessary because she was the . . 
mo.ther of Abraham's child. Yet the Rabbis need to portray her as a 

if!, a stranger, which becomes more evident after sbe is no longer an 

integral comJ>?.llent in, the continuity of the AbrahamiC line. Once 

Isaac is born, she is for the most part excluded from the picture. 

There are, however, instances'wben the Rabbis elevate her role after 

Sar~'s death, as Abraham re-marries Hagar as Keturah. This could 

possibly be an· effor t on the part of the Rabbis to portray Abraham's 
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character in a compassionate .ll1d lo,·ing w.ty or ,\ I.Her response 10 

Arabs or Moslems. 
There is a differenl pic1urc \Xtinled through the midrash of 

Rachel and Leah and 13ilhah and Zilpah. 13ccau~c there arc four 

women instead of two. this picture is more complex. The Rabbis 

portray Rachel and Leah in opposition to one .mother in their efforts 

to ascend to lhe status of favorite wife and m.uri.irch. Bilhah and 

ZUpah are not only left out of this controversy, but they are 

portra~ed as half sisters of Rachel and Leah, married to Jacob after 

the sisters' deaths, and even counted as two of the six matriarchs. 

i. 

' 

' 
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The women in the Genesis narratives .tre complex human 

beings. All:hough it is a difficult cask to fully understand them from 

material preserved in 1he Biblical text. we have 1hc Rabbis' portrnyal 

co fill in the gaps, nesh ou1 the characters and expand their 

relationships. These women didn't exist in a vacuum. instead lhey 

lived in a world where their worth and standing was very much 

governed by their ability to bear children, specifically sons. This 

ability fu?ctioned as a way to define nationhood and rheir 

matriarchal status. It ls also at the root at the complexity of relations 

between co-wives, sisters, and concubines. 

One might think lhac because l:hese are the matriarchs and lhc 

handmaids who bear thct patriarchs' children, lhat they wouJd be 

portrayed as glowing ex~ples of virtue and role models for the 

ensuing generations. There are times when this is true. Bl.It, there 

are also many times when the Rabbis paint a conspicuously negative 

picture of matriarchs and their handmaids. The ~iblicaJ text reveals 

one layer of the real lives of our ancestors. For these families, there 

are many questions left unanswered in the Bible. The Bi~lica1 

narra'tiv4:_ reflects layers of interconnectedness between the four 

generations l;>eginning with Sarah and Abraham. lt is through the 

Rabbis' portrayal of these families and their individuat relationships 

tliat a clearer picture epierges. . 
What is er~ from the very beginning for all of the women in 

the text is the importance of ~dren, specifically sons. Throughout 

the {our generations, the pressures that faced Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel 

and Leah were based on the need to bear male children in order co 

attain matriarehal status and be counted among tbe mothers of 
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Israel. Although this is not explicitly slalcd. the desire to be ' 

instrumental in the shaping of the identity of their nation is reve,~cd 

through the midrashic porlfayal of Lhe matriarchs' ac tions. Because 

sons are such a deLermining factor for the wome1q 1he issues of 

.barrenl)eSs and fertilily are'ccntral to Lheir struggles. 

The idea of a barren matriarch is not oxymoronic. because in 

the Bible, a woman's barrenness is at times a temporary status Lhat 

c~ be lifted by God. The impact of barrenness, how(!Ver. is felt 

throughout the relationships between the women, their husbands 

and their children. lnlfacc. ban·enness is rhe single most imporLant 

factor in the elevation in status of a handmaid to that of wife. 

<;: Without barrenness, the relationships that were created between the 

wives'a.Od their handmaids would not have happened, and without 

the handmalds, chis would have been a different thesis. Barrenness 

is also a motivating faqor in the strlf~ that exists between legitimate > '-:' 
and illegitimate sons and the resulli!1g col'lfliCts over i~heritance and 

birthright. We see this played our in the relationships between Isaac 
I 

and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau and ~ons of Jacob, specifically 

between ,Reuben and Joseph. The flnal area lhat impacts the four 

generations negatively is th~ issue of deception. Ir begins wirh 

Abraham deceiving Avimelech abOut his relationship with Sarah. IL 

continues into the next generation when Isaac is deceive9 by his own 

son Jacob, who steals th~ birdiright from Esau, his ~rocher. Jacob is .... 
deceived by 1.aban, his father-in-law, who swiLches Leah for Rachel' 

ori Ja~b's wedding night. Finally, Jatob's sons deceive him when ' 

they y:i.row Jo'seph i.lito a pit, celling him that a beast bad corn him 

apart in the wildero.ess. 
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The matriarchs a~e portrayed in many different w·.iys 

throughout the midrashim. What is most ~otable is lhe Rabbis' 

abiliry to explain one beh.I\ ior or charaCLcristic of a women in bolh a 

neg!ltive and positive light. Although the overruling guide In the 

portrayal of our ancestorl> i\ never to disparage lhem or their 

reputaLion, this does not necessarily hold true when 1he Rabbi~ 

'desired to prove a particular point. If the point was s1rcnglhened by 
I 

the use of a matriarch or patriarch being portrayed negatively. lhe 

• Rabbis did not hesic~te to do so. The dicholOmy between the 

portrayal of the merit of the malriarchs, and their flaws and 

imperfection is real. The .Rabbis concretize lhis in their portrayal of 

Leah's eyes as \.'\leak, a flaw lJ1at is turned into an attribute. Noc only 

is rak1mL weak, turned into :i merit /she was crying because she was 

destined ~o marry Esau), bul 1.he RaWbis explain chat raklmI shouk1 

aclually be arukhor, long. Her merits were extensive and bountiful 

according to one midrash. This is also crue in the midrashic depiction 

of Sarah's and Hagar's relationship. The Rabbis portray Sar~ as 

compassionate towards Hagar during her pregnanCY' and loving 

Ishmael as her own son until Ishmael i~ born. The ponray.tl then 

shifts as she demands that Hagar must be divorced, and Hagar and , 

Ishmael be sent into the wildern~ss. The Rabbis do not hesitate lo 

use the matriarchs to describe the negative qualities of woman. 

Sarah andR'acheJ are described as inquisitive, quarrelsome and 
. } ' 

envious. 
The relationships between the women change over time. In 

order to strengthen Isaac's position as the.legitimate son, and 

Ishmael as the illegitimate son. Sarah banishes Hagar and these 
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brothers grow up separated from one another. This is not the case 

for Rachel, Leah and their handmaids. 1'01 onl>• are the children of 

all four women are given equal status. but Bilhah and Zilpah, 

amazingly enough, are given the Litle of matriarch ;u1d are included 

as two of the six matriarchs. What is. true about the depiction of 

these women is that they arc consistently inconsistent. Wben Ll1e 

Rabbis desire the matriarchs to fulfill the role of the mothers of the 

children .or Israel, they are portrayed in glowing terms as beacons of 

shinin~ merit. However, if the Rabbis desired to portray a woman or 

women negatively, they had no problem painting another picture 

using the same woman as an example. Throughout time, the Rabbis 

are consistent in their p0rtrayals. Scanning Ll1e Aramaic Targumim 

thro ugh the Anthologieiof the Yalkutim, it is easy ro'find portrayals 

that encompass botl1 negative and positive portrayals of tliese 

women. 
In the process of writing this thesis, lb ere !}ave been forks in 

the road where I chose one direction and was unable to fully explore 

another. l know that these paths would have also been c!1allenging 

and inte;esting. Three areas that l felt would have been·very worth 

my While to ,explore .include later mystical interpretations of the rext. 

Islamic niidrashin1 and modern comparisons. 

' The lacer roysticf interpr~cations of this material added layers 

to the Rabbinic.interpretation. In the Zohar, the period of seven 

years that Jacob worked for '-':ah and Rachel is linked to both tbe 

"sev.en supernal years" that reflect the septannate period of the 
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moon as well as "joining himself wilJ1 the Sabbatical year." tm In the 

Zohar, the number seven t.lkcs on a deeper meaning than ju~t a 

period of time that pa'sscs. The Zohar also portrays the birt11 ol 

Jacob's children as a reflection of the higher order of the univcr~e . 

Leah's six sons represented Lhc "Higher World" order as well as the 

six directions. To get a sense of Lhe difference between the Rabbinic 

and the mystical portrayals. this passage from tJ1e Zohar describes 

Leah and Rachel as the upper and lov.-er worlds: 

The proof that all twelve tribes together effect the full 
realization of the lower world is to be seen in che fact 
rl1at immediately Benjamin was born, Rachel died, and 
this lower world fell into its proper place, and auained 
throug~ them perfecc realization .... Rachcl thus died 
there ~d, and her place was filled by this lower 
world, which assumed ics proper place in a completed 
House. But as long as Rachel was alive, the lower 
world could not be made perfecced through them. If it 
is asked why Leah did not die ac the same tih1e, the 
answer is that the House was in the lower world, and 
from it all were co be brought to full self-realization, 
but it was not in the uppei: world. This was the reason 
that Leab did not die at that time. (The Zohar, ~ 
158a) 

. This text goes on to describe all that is associated with Leal1 and the 

upper world as veiled and undisclosed and all that is associated with 

Raebel and bie lower.world as disclosed and revealed. Trus·example 

reveals the differences between the Rabbinic and the mystical 

107 The Zohar, Harry Sperling and Maurice Simon, trans. London: The 
Sonclno Press, 1949, s vols. Volume 2: ~ 153b. 
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portrayal of the text. The Zohar's myslical layer encompasses a 

Kabbalistic world view. 

The lslamic ponrayal of Hagar reveals anot her interesting 

layer. Alchough Hagar is not mentioned in c:he Qur'an. she play~ a 

major role in lslamjc tradition. According to the Al·Bukhari, an 

authoriLative collection of Islamic traditions, Sarah's jealousy pushed 

Abraham into traveling with Hagar and Ishmael to Arabia. WK Thi~ 

paints a ~ucb different picture of the dynamic in Abraham's fam ily . 

Abraham is also an Islanlic patriarch. He is c:he father who selll 

Hagar and fshmael out inro the wilderness to be saved eventually by 

Allah, not God. The stories of Sarah and llagar portray the 

matriarchs of two different religions and Lheir stories can teach us 

many things about Jewis~-Moslem relations. 

Thls material teaches us not only about political and ethnic 

circumsLances, bur the personal and psychological as well. Although 

we view the patriarchs and matriarchs as Lhe bea~ons of 

monogamous family values, upon inspection. this is nlisleading. Tlae 

Biblical world was ancient, not modern, but many of c:he cj1allenges 

faced hy ~arah, Hagar, Rachel, Leah, Bilhab and Zilpah are shared by 

·women today. Although they are not called surrogate mothers, in a 

sense the handmaids play this role. Fertility is one of the greatest 

cliauenges that a woman can face today, and if we look back in co the 

text, it is evident that the complexity of this issue is addressed. Llke 

families today, fue Abrabamic ~uciear families would have benefited 

108 M. Th. Houtsma, J. Wensinck, E. Levi-Provencal, H. A. R. Gibb, and 
W. Heffening, eds., Encydopedja of Islam: Dicrionazy of the 
Geoifaphy. Ethnoiraphy and Bioi:raph,y of rh'e Muhammadan 
Peoples. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1966. 193. 
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a great deaJ from family therapy. llowever. in the Bible. the families 

turn co God, not a therapist. to explain the nuances ot hum<m 

behavior to them. 

ll is interesting lo view our own. lives through the lives of our 

ancescors. They, Like us, experienced unions and sepill".ltions, 

honesty and deceit, rivalry and compassion. and had 10 relate lo 

step-parents and half-siblings. The feelings cu1d motives that d1e 

Rabbis' attribute to our Biblical relatives are easy lo relate to because 

they are very human impulses: love between a father and a son, 

jealousy between two women who love the san1e man. the need to 

protects one's children and sibling conOicts to name a few. The 

women in this thesis liv{.19 a few d1ousand years ago, buc their 

impact on us through txfth the Biblical cexl and the R:ibbis is 

unmistakable. Without their stories. we would nor know that the 

complexity of our lives today are real renections of the Biblical • 

reality of yesterday. 

... 

-
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