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Is Sarah a part of God’s covenant? At first glance, it isn’t clear. She is introduced to us in Bereishit
11:30 as a woman who is not capable of bearing children, a dramatic departure from the list of
efficient genealogies that comprises most of Bereishit 11. Several verses later, God tells Sarah’s
husband Avraham that he will become a great nation, but God does not clarify how this promise of
fecundity will be reconciled with Sarah’s inability to conceive.

Avraham himself is certainly worried about his continued childlessness. In Bereishit 15:1 God
informs Avraham that he will receive a great reward. Avraham responds, “God, what can you give me
as I am barren? You have not given me a child. My servant will inherit me.” God reassures Avraham
that in the future he will have a biological child.

Eventually it is Sarah who decides to take matters into her own hands. She says to Avraham, “Behold
God has stopped me from have children. Come please to my maidservant. Perhaps I will be built up
through her.” In Sarah’s understanding God has chosen to deny her a child, but she is hoping to work
around this by using a surrogate. Sarah has not given up on having a role in God’s covenantal nation.
She does not suggest a surrogate just so that Avraham can have a child, but rather so that she, Sarah,
can be “built up” through her.

Avraham heeds Sarah’s request and one verse later Sarah’s maidservant Hagar is pregnant with
Avraham’s child. Hagar begins to scorn Sarah and Sarah turns furiously to Avraham and says, “That
I am wronged is your fault!” This is a curious moment. We understand that Sarah is frustrated and
angry with Hagar, but why is she blaming Avraham? Rabbi Yudan in the name of Rabbi Yudah in
Bereishit Rabbah 45:5 suggests that Sarah is saying “You hear Hagar shaming me and you are
silent.” Sarah is blaming Avraham for not defending her.*

The midrash continues:

Rabbi Berechya said in the name of R. Abba: [Sarah is 11 W7 ,722 T A kak M owannia
saying,] “I have a grievance against you.” It is like two 7770 NXN1 DMIOXKN N D'YIAN I'NY DTX
people in prison. The king happens by [the prison]. One AKX T T VAN TN Y IR A1

of the prisoners calls out, “Execute justice for me.” The
King says, “Free him!” The prisoner’s friend [complains],
“I have a grievance against you. If you had said, ‘Execute
justice for us’, then just as you were freed, I would have
been freed. But since you said, ‘Execute justice for me,’
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' Rabbi David Silber suggests a more pointed complaint. He understands Sarah as saying to Avraham , “The way
that Hagar treats me is a reflection of how you treat me. She would not dare to disrespect me if you showed me
proper respect.”
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you were freed and I was not freed.” So too if you had 77in 21X MNKRT 1,720 P 720 T
said, “We are barren”, as [God] gave you [a child], God " ant Ry 1A 17 Q1o n'wxm)
would have given me [a child], but since you said, “I am

barren”, you were given a child and I was not.

The prisoner who is left behind complains that if his fellow prisoner had only thought of both of
them, they could both be free. Rabbi Berechya’s parable is striking. He imagines that for Sarah
childlessness feels like a prison. She is angry at Avraham not just because of Hagar’s insults but
because she holds Avraham responsible for the whole situation. When Avraham had the opportunity
to make a request of God, he only thought of himself, and he said '2:2v 97in 2%/ I am barren
(Bereishit 15:2). If only he had included Sarah in his petition, she too might be bearing a child.

Hagar gives birth to Yishmael and Avraham believes that this is his covenantal heir who will become
a great nation. Later, when Yishmael is thirteen years old, God tells Avraham that he will have
another son, this time with Sarah. Avraham seems unenthused and counters, “Would that Yishmael
live before you.”

Abarbanel explains the encounter as follows:

The Holy Blessed One responded to Avraham’s request of 7xynw 17 NIRYY NID N2 WITEn 2'WUn
Would that Yishmael live before you by saying, But your ININD WX NI 72X 1NNNA 71297 e
wife Sarah as if to say, “Avraham, you thought that all of  'nTY' "wX N21I0N 75W NAWN ANK DNNAN
the good that I said I would do for you was on your 37 nirna 271 v 27 niwy'
account and therefore once you had your son Yishmael 7N¥' NT7IN N'NNY NAWN )12 78unY!
you thought the birth of Yitzchak was unnecessary so N'N' DX N7RY DT 1910 TV I K77
much so that you asked if Yishmael would live and be ['N D VYT .'N"11 197 Nt ONIE7RYNY!
before Me in My covenant. Know that this is not correct 21 217 T72NY IR NIW D D 1T
because Sarah is worthy to have a child - just as you will X'N NOTN P NT7IN2 NNRY

merit the birth [of the covenantal child] so she will merit.”

God promises Avraham that he will become a great nation and Avraham assumes that the covenant
is all about him. As long as the child is his, he is unconcerned about its mother. God teaches
Avraham that child’s mother, Sarah, is critical to establishing the covenantal people. Women are not
incidental to God’s plan, they are equally a part of God’s covenant. Avraham learns this lesson well
and in two weeks we will read about the great lengths to which he goes to find the right woman to
marry Yitzchak and continue to form God’s covenantal family.

Rabba Wendy Amsellem teaches Talmud and Halakha at Maharat and is the
Editor of Yehivat Maharat's Keren Journal. She is also a faculty member at
Drisha Institute and Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies, and an editor at The
Lehrhaus. Rabba Wendy is the former Director of the Dr. Beth Samuels Drisha
High School Program and she was the Rosh Kollel of the Drisha July Kollel.
She has been a Wexner Graduate Fellow and a Mandel Jerusalem Fellow.
Wendy is an alumna of the Drisha Scholars Circle and she has a BA in History
and Literature from Harvard University.

Page 2
Maharat is the first institution to ordain Orthodox women as clergy.
www.yeshivatmaharat.org 718-796-0590



